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Introduction 
 
 Public libraries traditionally have played many roles in American society.  
Originally, they were created as public repositories of books for those who could not 
afford private collections.  They were intended to serve as “people’s universities” to 
advance the learning of those with limited access to formal education.  They were also 
seen as sources of reliable information and wholesome recreation, as well as cultural 
enrichment.  Libraries were considered bulwarks of democracy by providing free and 
open access to information, thus promoting equality and ensuring an informed citizenry.  
And they became centers of community, where area residents and organizations met and 
local history was preserved.     
 These traditional roles, however, have recently come into question with the dawn 
of the “Information Age.”  Computers and the internet have made vast quantities of 
information for education and entertainment available to everyone from the comfort of 
their own homes.  Libraries, it was prophesied, would soon become obsolete, as the 
public turns to Google as the pathway to all knowledge.  Whatever role libraries had in 
hosting community gatherings, cultural events, or civic activities would fade away as 
people looked to the virtual world instead of the physical for such matters.    
 Just how libraries are to respond to this threat has been a subject of much debate, 
as public libraries struggle to carve out roles for themselves in the new information 
environment (c.f. Moore, 2004; Anderson, 2005).  Many argue that the key is to embrace 
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new technologies and commercial models to adapt libraries to the new reality (c.f. Holt, 
2005).  Some focus on new uses of library spaces, along the lines of coffee shops or 
bookstores, to accommodate new user expectations and information preferences (c.f. 
Bundy, 2006; Browne, 2000).  Others are concerned that in trying too hard to adapt 
themselves to these new models public libraries may lose sight of their traditional roles of 
providing a democratic public sphere and preserving community identity and memory 
(c.f. Buschman, 2003; Buschman, 2005). 
 These tensions between old values and new expectations, between global 
information and local community, between economic imperatives and democratic ideals, 
constitute something of an identity crisis for public libraries.  How well they resolve this 
crisis will have implications for both their short-term funding and long-term viability.  
That is, if public libraries cannot identify and express just how important a role they play 
in the new information reality, they risk becoming marginalized by government and 
private funding agencies.  If the public does not recognize the continuing usefulness of 
libraries, then use statistics and voter support may fall, which may lead to further budget 
cuts.  Also, if libraries cannot determine where their priorities lie, they will not know how 
to best allocate the limited resources they do receive.  And of course, if people are not 
using libraries, either due to perceived irrelevance or because libraries are no longer able 
to provide essential functions, they are missing out on a resource that could have 
furthered their own personal development, and thus the development of society and the 
economy as well.   
If public libraries are to survive and thrive in the 21st century and beyond, they 
will need to redefine themselves, or at least remarket themselves, in order to demonstrate 
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their continuing relevance and value in the new information context.  To do this, public 
libraries need to come to some sort of agreement as to what their role and purpose should 
be given the new reality, and then find ways of clearly communicating this to policy-
makers and the public in general.  
In order to define the role of the public library today, it is useful to begin by 
looking at what the official professional organization for public libraries says should be 
their role.  Explicit guidance for role setting has been given periodically by the Public 
Library Association (PLA), in the form of planning manuals published in 1987, 1998, and 
most recently in 2008.  These manuals describe possible Roles or areas of concentration 
called Service Responses that libraries are encouraged to adopt as is appropriate for their 
community.  Whether or not libraries actually see themselves in terms of these roles, 
however, is another question.  Thus, in addition to the official guidelines, it is also 
necessary to examine statements libraries themselves use to describe the roles they see 
themselves filling.  A logical place to look for such a description would be in the library’s 
mission statement, which is now usually published on the library’s website.   
 In sum, then, this study is an attempt to answer the following questions, in 
increasing order of specificity: 
• What is the role of the public library in the 21st century? 
• What is the official position as to the role of the public library? 
• What do public libraries themselves see as their roles? 
• What do online mission statements say about the roles of public libraries? 
The following section will review the literature as it relates to these guiding 
questions.  Subsequent sections will present the results of this study, which examines the 
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online mission statements of a sample of public libraries in North Carolina to see what 
they say about the roles these libraries have adopted.  The findings are compared to the 
PLA roles and service responses, and are used to generate a list of the many roles of the 
public library today. 
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Literature Review 
 
The Role of the Public Library 
 Several studies have sought to examine the roles of the public library through 
various means.  A few have looked at roles in a broad or ideal sense, such as by 
examining the professional literature for discussions of roles (Watts & Samuels, 1984) or 
by polling community opinion leaders on the perceived importance of library roles 
(D'Elia & Rodger, 1995).  Others have discussed in a more theoretical manner the 
relevance and value of library roles in the age of the internet (Aabo, 2005) or the various 
new roles libraries perform in conjunction with providing internet access (Fielding, 
2000).  Some studies have examined one particular role, such as by analyzing legal 
documents for implied library roles in the protection of children (Ratzan, 2004) or 
asserting the importance of the public library’s role as e-government access provider 
(Jaeger & Fleischmann, 2007).    
Watts and Samuels (1984) were concerned with the broad question of whether 
public libraries were receiving any guidance as to the definition and adoption of roles.  
They feared that a lack of clarity on roles could lead to confusion, disagreements, and 
discord with key support groups.  The study used content analysis on articles published in 
four library journals in a three-year period to see how many mentioned a “role concept” 
and, if so, how it was treated.  “Role concept” is defined as “an ability to articulate some 
kind of general conceptual model expressing what the public library should do, not only 
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in its community but also in society” (p. 131).  They found that very few articles (23%) 
addressed roles at all, and nearly half of these gave roles low significance, mostly in 
favor of practical goals and objectives instead.  The main conclusion was that the 
professional literature on roles was sparse and fragmented, and thus library practitioners 
were not being guided by a substantive discussion that could aid in their decision making 
and planning. 
 It should be noted that this study by Watts and Samuels was conducted before the 
first PLA manual explicitly addressing role-setting (McClure, 1987) was published.  This 
document and its successors can be seen to remedy much of the lack of guidance that 
Watts and Samuels identified.  Still, the study establishes the importance of the concept 
of roles as a guiding force for public libraries.         
 In another study of ideal roles, D’Elia and Rodger (1995) asked 300 community 
opinion leaders their opinions about the importance of the various roles of the public 
library in the community.  A companion study asked the same questions to a larger 
sample of the general public.  The roles used were those of the 1987 PLA manual, with a 
few modifications.  The survey did not identify these roles by name, but rather listed a set 
of services that would represent each role, and asked respondents to categorize each set 
as not important, slightly important, moderately important or very important.  The results 
indicated that opinion leaders gave highest importance to the library’s educational roles, 
and then to its roles in providing access to information, with its role of providing popular 
materials ranking equally high.  Comparing opinion leaders’ responses to that of the 
general public showed little difference, except that blacks and Hispanics among the 
general public rated most library services as more important than did the opinion leaders 
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as a whole.   
 This study indicates that society does value the many roles that public libraries 
fulfill, and that some of the most vulnerable segments of society value them even more.  
One limitation to this study, however, is that it solicited reaction to a predetermined set of 
role categories, and so might have missed other roles not mentioned in the survey 
instrument.    
   The next two articles specifically addressed the issue of library roles in the new 
era of the internet.  Both used literature reviews to identify several new roles for public 
libraries, as well as some old ones that are now more important that ever given the new 
challenges of the digital age.       
 A Norwegian researcher (Aabo, 2005) explored the question as to how public 
library roles have changed with the ascendance of the internet.  Aabo looked at usage 
studies from various countries to conclude that the library is still relevant in the internet 
age, but may need to adjust its roles to meet new demands.  The author also discussed 
new problems brought about by the new technologies, such as the digital divide which 
separates those with and without access to technology, and the tendency of digital life to 
decrease feelings of and involvement in the local community.  The library is seen as 
potentially playing a crucial role in providing internet access to all members of the 
population and in providing a social meeting place which strengthens a sense of 
community.  The author also discussed the literature on trying to measure the economic 
value that libraries bring to their communities, while pointing out that “willingness to 
pay” measures do not capture the cultural and social values libraries provide. 
 Fielding (2000) particularly examined the public library’s role as an internet 
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access provider.  She argued that libraries are uniquely positioned to perform this role 
due to their historical commitment to providing democratic access to information.  The 
article also mentioned new roles for the library brought about by the new information 
context:  promoting network literacy, providing remote-access reference and research 
services, disseminating government and other public information, supporting independent 
learning and research, serving as a public internet access and resource center, community 
information resource, and support for local business.  Other new roles include performing 
an organizing and navigating function by providing a structural interface and quality 
guides to the otherwise chaotic content of the internet, and building local content such as 
community information resources or digital local history records.  The conclusion was 
that libraries have a crucial role to fill in the new information economy, and that they 
need to make this clear to policy makers in order to procure the funding necessary to 
perform it well.   
 In contrast to the two theoretical overviews just described, the following articles 
each specifically analyzed one particular public library role.   Ratzan (2004) examined 
several legal documents, primarily Supreme Court arguments and opinions, relating to 
the Children’s Internet Protection Act (CIPA) to identify the implied roles of the public 
library.  The roles identified were: Librarians as selectors, as book readers, as obtainers of 
materials, as providers of access to all ideas, as assistance providers, as educational 
professionals, as protectors, as “compliance officers”/screen monitors, as policy makers, 
as “unblockers,” and as judges of purpose/deniers of access.  Prominent librarians then 
commented on these roles, taking issue with some, adding several others, and noting that 
several were contradictory or negative roles.   
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Jaeger and Fleischmann (2007) examined the crucial role public libraries play in 
mediating access to e-government sites, especially in the wake of major disasters such as 
Hurricane Katrina.  They argued that libraries’ traditional values of free access and 
democracy, as well as their commitment to service and inclusion, have earned them the 
public’s trust as providers of reliable information and assistance in finding information.  
This leads people to naturally turn to public libraries for help in accessing and navigating 
e-government websites, both for routine needs such as tax forms and Medicare 
enrollments, as well as for emergency relief applications.  They concluded that libraries 
should receive more credit, funding, and policy input for this crucial role they are already 
performing by default.  
 
Official Public Library Roles  
 In 1987 the Public Library Association published a planning manual called 
Planning and role setting for public libraries: A manual of options and procedures 
(McClure, 1987).  This was meant to be used by libraries to help them choose certain 
roles to adopt and thus guide decisions about services to be provided and resources to be 
allocated.  The eight Roles, as well as a short description of each provided in the manual, 
are found in Table 1.   
 Each library was encouraged to identify, based on the needs of their particular 
community, roughly three roles on which to focus, thus concentrating their energies, 
resources, and marketing on a few areas of service.  This was intended to help libraries to 
perform a few tasks well, rather than trying to stretch resources across all possible roles, 
which might result in lower quality services across the board.  Roles were deliberately
13 
Table 1   
1987 Public Library Association Roles  
Name and description of 1987 Public Library Association Roles 
Community Activities Center 
The library is a central focus point for community activities, meetings, and services. 
Community Information Center 
The library is a clearinghouse for current information on community organizations, 
issues, and services. 
Formal Education Support Center 
The library assists students of all ages in meeting educational objectives established 
during their formal courses of study. 
Independent Learning Center 
The library supports individuals of all ages pursuing a sustained program of learning 
independent of any educational provider. 
Popular Materials Library 
The library features current, high-demand, high-interest materials in a variety of formats 
for persons of all ages. 
Preschoolers’ Door to Learning 
The library encourages young children to develop an interest in reading and learning 
through services for children, and for parents and children together. 
Reference Library 
The library actively provides timely, accurate and useful information for community 
residents. 
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Name and description of 1987 Public Library Association Roles 
Research Center 
The library assists scholars and researchers to conduct in-depth studies, investigate 
specific areas of knowledge, and create new knowledge. 
 
Note.  From Planning and role setting for public libraries: A manual of options and procedures (p. 28), by 
C. R. McClure, 1987, Chicago: American Library Association. 
 
 
 
defined broadly, allowing each library to interpret and implement them as is appropriate 
to their own community. 
 In 1998 the PLA published a revision of Planning and role setting for public 
libraries called Planning for results: A public library transformation process (Himmel, et 
al, 1998).  This new planning manual stopped referring to broadly defined roles in favor 
of specific “service responses” that libraries could adopt and adapt to their community.  
This focus on service responses was intended to allow libraries to more closely map 
services to community needs and to give libraries more concrete guidance in how best to 
allocate resources to create maximum impact.  As in the earlier manual, the idea was first 
to determine the needs of the specific community rather than trying to cover a 
comprehensive list of minimum standards.  Provision was also made for modifying these 
service responses or creating new ones, as appropriate for the community.  Also, none of 
the service responses are age specific; libraries were encouraged to think about how each 
could be applied to the various age groups it serves. 
 According to the manual, a library’s mission statement should grow directly out 
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of the service responses selected:   
The library’s mission statement tells the community what business the library is 
in.  It says what the library does exceptionally well that is unique, or different, 
from what other agencies or organizations do.  In Planning for Results, the library 
mission statement is a summary of the service responses your library has selected, 
written in words that are meaningful to the people of your community. (p. 31)  
 A revised version of Planning for Results was published in 2001 (Nelson, 2001), 
streamlining the planning process but maintaining the Service Responses as originally 
written.  The thirteen Service Responses and their descriptions are listed in Table 2.   
In 2008, the PLA published a new planning manual Strategic planning for results 
(Nelson, 2008).  This manual, as well as the smaller, advance volume Public library 
service responses 2007 (Garcia & Nelson, 2007), features a new list of entirely 
reformulated Service Responses.  Since this version of the manual and the Service 
Responses came out after the mission statements of interest in this study were written, 
they will not be discussed here as an influence on public library roles, but rather will be 
examined later to see if the roles emerging from the libraries themselves are reflected in 
the new PLA guidelines.   
 
Actual Public Library Roles 
 Whereas the above studies looked at library roles in general or recommended 
terms, the following studies tried to assess more directly how libraries were applying 
these roles.   
In 1989, an unpublished masters’ paper (Smith, 1989) attempted to assess which 
of the roles specified in the PLA manual were being adopted by libraries, whether or not 
role adoption was part of a long-term planning process, and how resource allocation was  
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Table 2  
 
1998 Public Library Association Service Responses      
 
Name and description of 1998 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Basic Literacy 
A library that offers Basic Literacy service addresses the need to read and to perform 
other essential daily tasks.  
Business and Career Information  
A library that offers Business and Career Information service addresses a need for 
information related to business, careers, work, entrepreneurship, personal finances, and 
obtaining employment.  
Commons  
A library that provides a Commons environment helps address the need of people to meet 
and interact with others in their community and to participate in public discourse about 
community issues.  
Community Referral  
A library that provides Community Referral addresses the need for information related to 
services provided by community agencies and organizations.  
Consumer Information  
A library that provides Consumer Information service helps to satisfy the need for 
information that impacts the ability of community residents to make informed consumer 
decisions and to help them become more self-sufficient.  
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Name and description of 1998 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Cultural Awareness  
A library that offers Cultural Awareness service helps satisfy the desire of community 
residents to gain an understanding of their own cultural heritage and the cultural heritage 
of others.  
Current Topics and Titles  
A library that provides Current Topics and Titles helps to fulfill community residents' 
appetite for information about popular cultural and social trends and their desire for 
satisfying recreational experiences.  
Formal Learning Support  
A library that offers Formal Learning Support helps students who are enrolled in a formal 
program of education or who are pursuing their education through a program of home-
schooling to attain their educational goals.  
General Information  
A library that offers General Information helps meet the need for information and 
answers to question on a broad array of topics related to work, school, and personal life.  
Government Information  
The library that offers Government Information service helps satisfy the need for 
information about elected officials and governmental agencies that enable people to 
participate in the democratic process.  
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Name and description of 1998 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Information Literacy  
A library that provides Information Literacy service helps address the need for skills 
related to finding, evaluating, and using information effectively.  
Lifelong Learning  
A library that provides Lifelong Learning service helps address the desire for self-
directed personal growth and development opportunities.  
Local History and Genealogy  
A library that offers Local History and Genealogy service addresses the desire of 
community residents to know and better understand personal or community heritage. 
 
Note. From The new planning for results: A streamlined approach (p. 65), by S. S. Nelson, 2001, Chicago: 
American Library Association. 
 
 
 
affected by roles.  The study traced the “role-setting movement” embodied by the PLA 
documents The Planning Process (1980), Output Measures for Public Libraries (1987), 
and Planning and role setting for public libraries (1987).  The findings, based on survey 
responses from 42 public library systems in five southeastern states, were that libraries 
were choosing roles, were doing so within long-term planning processes, and were 
allocating resources accordingly.  The study, however, is limited in that it used a 
checklist of predetermined categories to identify roles and a single yes-or-no question to 
assess whether resource allocation was affected by role choice.   
 In another attempt to assess role application, Stephens (2006) summarized several 
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recent studies dealing with the services public libraries are providing, as well as the use 
of PLA planning guides to decide which to provide.  In particular, this article reported on 
Stephens’ survey of Alabama public libraries, examining services offered and planning 
methods used to decide upon them.  It also reports on the author’s examination of the 
websites of public libraries across the country which were developed using PLA planning 
manuals.  The author calls for more research into how services provided relate to the 
Service Responses chosen, as her own 1995 study tracked which Roles from Planning 
and role setting for public libraries (McClure, 1987) libraries had adopted.  She notes 
that inventorying actual services is much less problematic than studying roles or service 
responses, given that the latter are often overlapping and always open for interpretation 
and modification in each library.   
 
Mission Statements 
 In comparison to the literature on public library roles, the literature on mission 
statements is extremely limited.  While there are various studies of the technical aspects 
of mission statements in the business world (c.f. Bart, 2001; Cole, 2002; Abrams, 2007), 
studies of library mission statements are quite rare, and limited to academic libraries 
(Hardesty, Hastreiter & Henderson, 1988; Robinson, 1994).  There are no systematic 
studies of what public libraries are including in their mission statements, or if they even 
have them.  The current study is the first to examine public library mission statements, 
both in terms of their structure and placement and in how they represent the role of the 
library.  
 Hardesty, Hastreiter and Henderson (1988) looked at the mission statements of 
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college libraries within US universities.  They surveyed 181 college library 
administrators as to the factors that influenced whether or not their libraries had mission 
statements, the process by which they were developed, and what administrators hoped to 
accomplish through them.  While their results in this regard are somewhat inconclusive, 
they did find some support for the belief that good mission statements can increase a 
library’s funding chances, as well as provide direction to librarians, faculty and 
administrators.  However, they also found that many directors felt that mission statements 
were not highly valued in the library community, an attitude reflected in the fact that only 
56% of libraries surveyed had any form of mission statement at all.   
 Robinson (1994), in her unpublished masters’ paper, performed a content analysis 
on the planning and policy documents, including mission statements, strategic plans, 
ethics policies, and other documents, from 120 public and private research libraries.  The 
documents were analyzed to see which ones mentioned any of ten ethical issues taken 
from ALA documents and other ethics literature, and whether their language was similar 
to that of ALA and other professional ethics documents.  The study found that many 
documents did discuss ethical issues, and that they did follow the wording of official and 
professional codes.  The author observed that, contrary to her expectations, mission 
statements tended to be rather terse and practical, and thus she had to look to longer 
planning documents for discussions of ideals and ethics. 
 Cole (2002) looked at the online mission statements of business schools.  He 
examined the websites of the 50 top business schools in the US, on the assumption that 
they would appreciate the value of mission statements in general (since they are highly 
regarded in the business world) and so produce exemplary statements of their own.  He 
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analyzed the mission statements in terms of their structure and content, as measured by 
sentence counts and word frequencies. While this was only a limited, “proof of concept” 
study, he did find that even among these top schools there is little agreement as to the 
structure or content, or even the naming or placement of the mission statement on the 
website.  He also found mission statements to be quite short, with an average word-count 
of 63.6 and a median of 47.5.    
 
 This brief review of the literature was intended to introduce some of the themes 
that have been explored and methodologies that might be used in the study of public 
library roles.  The next section will describe how the present study uses qualitative 
analysis of online library mission statements to discover what roles public libraries are 
claiming to perform, as well as to compare them to the official roles suggested in the 
official guidelines. 
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Methodology 
 
Population, Sample and Unit of Analysis 
 The ideal population for this study would be all public library mission statements 
in the United States.  However, because of the limited time and resources available, this 
study is limited to an examination of the online mission statements of public libraries in 
North Carolina.   
 There are 77 public library systems listed on the Statistical Report of North 
Carolina Public Libraries for 2006/2007 (State Library of North Carolina, 2008).  From 
this population, a purposive sample of the 31 largest library systems was taken, on the 
premise that they would be the most likely to have dedicated resources to developing 
meaningful mission statements, and that their statements would likely have served as the 
model for many smaller systems.  For this study, “largest” was defined in terms of the 
size of service population, as reported by the State Library.  These 31 libraries were 
chosen proportionately from the three types of library systems (40% of each category): 
21 county libraries (total=53), 6 regional libraries (total=14), and 4 municipal libraries 
(total=10).     
 The unit of analysis for the study is the individual passage within a mission 
statement.  “Passages” are determined by the researcher as whatever unit constitutes a 
discreet thought.  Passages are usually recognizable phrases, but could consist of a single 
word or an entire sentence.  “Mission statements” are whatever statements that are 
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intended to declare the mission or purpose of the library.  Often they are clearly identified 
with the label “Mission Statement” or “Our Mission,” but at times they consist of 
unlabelled text beginning with “The mission of the library is to …” or similar wording.  
Because it was recognized that mission statements may be too stylized or abbreviated to 
capture a full sense of the roles of the libraries, various other role-related statements were 
collected as well.  These additional documents include vision statements, goals and 
objectives, core values, and any other text determined to be relevant to declaring the roles 
of the library.   
   
Qualitative Data Analysis  
 Qualitative data analysis consists of systematically examining oral or written 
statements to identify meaningful themes or concepts.  Individual statements are coded as 
to the concept or concepts they represent, so that patterns can be identified.  Lofland and 
Lofland (1995) describe six kinds of patterns that might be discovered through qualitative 
data analysis: frequencies, magnitudes, structures, processes, causes, and consequences.  
Because the current study is descriptive rather than explanatory, it examines only the first 
three.   
 In this study, public library mission statements are examined to see what roles 
they portray.  In order to avoid limiting the findings to a preconceived set of role 
categories, open coding was used to identify all roles and themes that are mentioned in 
the language of the libraries themselves.  Open coding, as described by Strauss and 
Corbin (1990), is the inductive creation of categories based on close examination of data.  
That is, each passage is individually examined to identify what roles or themes it might 
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suggest.  Codes are created for each role or theme identified and are then described using 
a technique called memoing.  Memoing, as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990), is the 
practice of writing detailed notes during the coding process.  Memos can be about the 
meaning of the codes themselves (code notes), some preliminary theoretical formulations 
about the phenomena under study (theoretical notes), or particular methodological issues 
regarding data collection, etc. (operational notes).  As each new category is discovered, 
previously coded passages are reexamined to see if the new category applies.  Each 
passage may be coded with more than one role or theme.   
 
Procedures 
 The first step was the construction of the sample.  Library systems were chosen 
using State Library statistics, as described above.  Library websites were located using 
the links given on the State Library website under “North Carolina Public Libraries on 
the Web” (State Library of North Carolina, 2007).  In the case of broken links, websites 
were found by searching for the library system on an internet search engine.  Websites for 
all 77 public libraries in North Carolina were accessed and all relevant pages were 
captured between January 25 and February 4, 2008.   
 The next step was to identify the mission statements within the library websites.  
These had many names, and were found in many different places within the sites.  Some 
were placed prominently on the library’s home page, but many were found in “About Us” 
pages or in more deeply-buried sections of the site such as collection development 
policies or long-range plans.  Titles, placement (in terms of number of “clicks” from the 
home page), and word-counts were noted for every mission statement found for all 77 
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libraries in North Carolina.   
For the 31 library systems in the sample, the websites were also examined for any 
additional role-related documents.   Of the sample libraries, 17 had mission statements of 
some sort, and 12 of these had at least one additional role document, resulting in a total of 
34 documents analyzed.  Each of these documents was broken into passages and entered 
into its own Excel spreadsheet.       
The sample mission statements were then coded using open coding and memoing, 
as described above.  The same passages were then also coded in terms of whether and 
how well they related to one of the Roles from the 1987 PLA manual, and likewise to the 
Services Responses from the 1998 (and 2001) PLA manuals.  The additional role 
documents were also coded in terms of the PLA roles and services responses.  They were 
also coded using open coding, but not with the same degree of rigor as was applied to the 
mission statements.      
 
Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research 
 Because this study employs a purposive sample of only the largest libraries in 
North Carolina, it does not permit generalization to all public libraries in the population.  
That is, by looking at the mission statements of only the largest libraries, we may miss 
the fact that smaller systems may indeed define their roles differently.  Furthermore, as 
this study only looks at North Carolina libraries, it is quite possible that the roles and 
themes found to be prominently mentioned here would not be the same as would be seen 
as important in other regions of the country.  Unfortunately, to study all libraries of all 
sizes in all regions of the country is quite beyond the scope of this study.  However, it 
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does suggest some future studies that could specifically address these other variables.  
For example, the role categories identified in the current study could be applied to a 
sample of large libraries in other states, to see if region has an effect on role choices.  The 
same could be done to compare libraries of various sizes, in rural vs. urban settings, in 
areas with high vs. low per capita income, or with a host of other differences.   
 The fact that not all of the sample library websites had the same number of role-
related documents increases the non-representative nature of the sample, since some 
libraries will be over-represented and others under-represented.  This unequal 
representation, analogous to uneven response rates to a survey, means that any statistics 
found to describe the sample could not accurately be generalized to describe the 
population as a whole.  However, because this study is qualitative and exploratory in 
nature, the issue of generalizability is not applicable here.  The question is not: “how 
many statements regarding role X could be expected to be found in any randomly 
selected North Carolina public library mission statement?” but rather, “what sorts of roles 
are explicitly chosen by prominent North Carolina public libraries?”  This study is 
primarily concerned with what thinking libraries are thinking about, in order to guide 
what all libraries should be thinking about.  
 The decision to study mission statements also carries its own limitations.  In some 
cases, mission statements are carefully thought-out embodiments of the vision of the 
library.  But in others they may constitute only short catch-phrases or may be missing 
entirely.  Also, mission statements may be outdated or may otherwise not accurately 
reflect what the library really sees as its role and mission.  As mission statements are 
formal documents, they may or may not be reflected in the actual workings of the library 
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itself.  Thus the present study of online mission statements can only say what libraries are 
saying are their roles, not what roles they are actually adopting in practice.  This would 
require further studies, perhaps comparing stated roles to actual budgeting or 
programming to see if they coincide.  Another interesting extension would be to see 
whether certain role choices result in better library performance or greater community 
benefits than others.   
 The use of qualitative data analysis rather than strict content analysis using 
predefined categories constitutes a sacrifice of reliability in exchange for an increase in 
validity.  Inductive coding does introduce an element of subjective interpretation on the 
part of the researcher.  However, the flexibility of this method to respond to the data and 
capture meanings and nuances not anticipated in a predefined scheme allows for a deeper 
understanding of the data than would otherwise be possible.  For the purpose of this 
study, capturing the complexity of reality was more important than rigorous replication, 
and so the choice of method was appropriate.    
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Results 
 
Mission Statements 
 Mission Statement Overview.  A listing of the title, length, and placement of the 
mission statements found for the 77 public library systems in North Carolina is given in 
Appendix A.  Length is a simple word count, including the title if it appears in the text on 
the page.  Placement is given in terms of the number of “clicks” from the home page.       
For the total population of 77 libraries, 46 (60%) were found to contain mission 
statements, or statements serving as such, on their websites.  As can be seen in Appendix 
A, the naming and placement of the statements vary widely.  Of the 46 mission 
statements, 30 were clearly labeled with “Mission” in the title.  However, in order to 
reach the page with the mission statement, only nine had the word “Mission” in the 
wording of the final link that had to be clicked to access it.  Another nine mission 
statements were accessed by clicking on “About” links, six on various “Policy” links, 
including materials selection or collection development policy links, and four on “Plans” 
or “Long Range Plan” links.  To reach others, however, it was necessary to click on links 
labeled as un-intuitively as “Information” or even “Administration.”   
Thirteen of the mission statements appeared on the home page itself, but only five 
of these were labeled as such.  The others were unlabeled text, only four of which even 
containing the word “mission,” located in various positions and with varying degrees of 
prominence on the various websites.  Twenty mission statements could be accessed with 
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a single click, 11 in as few as two clicks, and 2 required a minimum of three clicks.   
It is clear, then, that there is no standard for where and how a user could expect to 
find a mission statement on a public library website in North Carolina.  The length of 
mission statements in North Carolina is also not standard, except in the sense that they 
are usually quite short.  Lengths were found to range from 11 to 147 words, with an 
average of 46 and a median of 40.  These findings of short and non-standard mission 
statements are consistent with those of Cole’s (2002) study of business school mission 
statements.  This lack of standardization, along with the frequent absence of mission 
statements entirely, may also support Hardesty, Hastreiter and Henderson’s (1988) 
observation, based on their survey of academic library directors, that libraries do not 
place great importance on mission statements, or at least, it may be surmised, on the 
placement of mission statements on their web pages.  The current findings are also 
consistent with Robinson’s (1994) indication that mission statements tend to be too short 
and formalized to give a full sense of the library’s philosophy. 
 
Whereas all 77 libraries in North Carolina were analyzed for the above 
discussion, the rest of the study has to do only with the 31 largest libraries chosen for the 
sample.  Of these 31 library systems, 17 were found to have mission statements.  The 
complete text of the 17 mission statements in the sample can be found in Appendix B.  
For each of these mission statements, the text was broken into passages and entered into a 
spreadsheet.  In one case, in which slightly different versions of the mission statement 
appeared in separate places on the website, only those portions that were held in common 
were used, in the wording of the most prominently placed.  The passages were then coded 
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in terms of how well they represent the PLA Roles and Service Responses, as will be 
discussed in the next section.  An example of a completed coding sheet is given in 
Appendix C.   
 
 Mission Statements and PLA Roles and Service Responses.  A summary table 
listing the public library Roles found in the 1987 PLA manual Planning and role setting 
for public libraries (McClure, 1987) and how many of the 17 sample mission statements 
mention them, and to what degree, is given in Table 3.  The categories in the table are as 
follows: “By Name” means that the mission statement uses the same wording as the title 
of the Role in the PLA manual; “Clearly Related” means that the passage can 
unambiguously be seen as relating to one of the PLA Roles; and “Related,” “Somewhat 
Related” and “Loosely Related” mean that the passage can be seen to relate to the Role, 
but in a progressively more ambiguous or tenuous manner.  Comparisons were made on 
the basis of the summary descriptions of the Roles given in the manual, which are 
reproduced in Table 1, rather than on the content of the planning manual in its entirety.   
Individual passages in the sample mission statements were coded as to which 
Roles they referred to, and in what degree.  A single passage could be coded as referring 
to more than one Role, in varying degrees.  For example, the passage “To aid the 
individual’s pursuit of self-education and research” was coded as Clearly Relating to the 
PLA Role of Independent Learning Center, since the term “self-education” clearly has 
the same meaning and scope as “independent learning,” and is easily distinguished from 
formal education.  The same passage is also coded as only Relating to the Role of 
Research Center, since it is not clear whether research is meant in the sense of new  
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Table 3 
Mission Statement Mentions of 1987 PLA Roles 
# 1987 PLA Role Number of mission statements mentioning Role  
  By 
name 
Clearly 
related 
Related Somewhat 
related 
Loosely 
related 
1 Community Activities Center   2 6 1 
2 Community Information Center   1 4 1 
3 Formal Education Support 
 
Center 
  5 3  
4 Independent Learning Center  1 6 5  
5 Popular Materials Library   4 8  
6 Preschoolers’ Door to Learninga   2 7  
7 Reference Library   6 2  
8 Research Center   1 4 1 
 Totals  1 27 39 3 
 
Note.  When more than one passage in a single mission statement refers to the same role with varying 
degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding is displayed. 
a No mission statement mentioned preschoolers specifically. 
 
 
 
knowledge creation as described in the Role, or in the sense of more general information 
gathering.  As another example, passages containing general references to “education” 
were coded as Relating to the Role of Formal Education Support Center and also as 
Somewhat Relating to the Role of Independent Learning Center, since it is not made clear 
what type of education is meant.  “Providing exposure to a diversity of cultures” is an 
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example of a passage that only Loosely Relates to the Role of Community Activities 
Center, since culture is not mentioned in any of the Role descriptions, but cultural 
programs could be imagined as a community activity.       
 While this mapping of mission statement passages to PLA Roles admittedly 
involved a measure of interpretation on the part of the researcher, some general 
observations can be made about the results.  In general, mission statements did not neatly 
map to PLA Roles.  Most of the reference to Roles fell in the Somewhat Related (39) or 
Related (27) categories, with three references coded as Loosely Related, only one coded 
as Clearly Related, and none coded as mentioning a role By Name.  It should be noted 
that these figures actually under-represent the Somewhat Related and Loosely Related 
categories, since, when more than one passage in a single mission statement referred to 
the same role with varying degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding 
was displayed on the chart.  It should also be noted that a large number of mission 
statement passages could not be mapped to any Role, however loosely, and so were not 
coded, and thus did not appear on the chart.  Two of the mission statements contained no 
passages that could be related to any Role at all.  Clearly, North Carolina public libraries 
are not portraying their roles in their online mission statements in the same terms as the 
1987 PLA Roles.   
 A summary of the mission statements that mention the public library Service 
Responses found in the 1998 PLA planning manual Planning for results (Himmel, et al, 
1998) and its 2001 revision The new planning for results (Nelson, 2001) is given in Table 
4.  The categories and the coding conventions are the same as in Table 3.  In general, 
mission statement passages were found to map somewhat more readily to the PLA  
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Table 4 
Mission Statements Mentions of 1998 PLA Service Responses 
# 1998 PLA Service Response Number of mission statements mentioning SR  
  By 
name
Clearly 
related 
Related Somewhat 
related 
Loosely 
related 
1 Basic Literacy  1    
2 Business and Career 
 
Information 
 2 3   
3 Commons  2 2 1  
4 Community Referral      
5 Consumer Information      
6 Cultural Awareness  6 1   
7 Current Topics and Titles   1 6  
8 Formal Learning Support   7   
9 General Information  2 6 1  
10 Government Information     1 
11 Information Literacy      
12 Lifelong Learning 4 2 2 3  
13 Local History and Genealogy  1 1   
 Totals 4 16 23 11 1 
 
Note.  When more than one passage in a single mission statement refers to the same role with varying 
degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding is displayed. 
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Service Responses than they did to the Roles.  References to Service Responses fell 
mostly in the Related (23) or Clearly Related (16) categories, with 11 references coded as 
Somewhat Related, only 1 coded as Loosely Related, and 4 coded as mentioning a 
Service Response By Name.  While these figures indicate a better fit than for the 1987 
Roles, it was still the case that a fair number of mission statement passages could not be 
mapped to a Service Response, with four mission statements now containing no passages 
that could be related to any Service Response at all.  Thus, while the Service Responses 
constituted a better match to some role elements given in mission statements, such as 
support for lifetime learning, they were a worse match for some others, such as fostering 
a love of reading.   
Thus, it still cannot be said that the roles North Carolina public libraries are 
proclaiming in their online mission statements are fully captured by the PLA planning 
manuals.  This finding runs contrary to the manual’s admonition to write the mission 
statement directly out of the Service Responses adopted (Himmel, et al, 1998).  It does 
agree, however, with Stephens’ (2006) comment that studying Roles and Service 
Responses in actual libraries was problematic.  It also helps to reinforce the conviction 
that to study the role of the public library solely based on the pre-determined categories 
of the PLA would miss much of what actual libraries see to be their mission. 
 
 Mission Statement Open Coding.  In order to more fully determine what public 
libraries are proclaiming as their roles in their mission statements, open coding was used 
to capture all the themes expressed in the passages.  Each passage was examined and a 
key word or phrase, or perhaps more than one key word or phrase, was extracted from it 
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to capture the meaning or theme of the passage.  These key words or phrases were then 
collected, compared, and grouped into categories, which were each assigned a code.  
When a phrase was seen to apply to more than one category, it was coded as both.  For 
example, the passage “to provide free and equal access to information” was assigned two 
key-phrases: “free and equal access” and “information.”  The first phrase was coded as 
applying both to the theme of freedom and the theme of access, while the second was 
coded as both information as theme and information as deliverable.  Thus, this one 
passage generated four codings.  In all, 148 passages were examined, with a total of 195 
codings.   
A listing of the codes, with descriptions of the key-phrases that collectively 
generated them, is given in Table 5.  Three categories, encompassing 44 codings (22.6% 
of all codings), cover passages of an introductory nature.  These passages simply serve to 
identify the library, the mission statement, or the audience or population that the library 
sees itself as serving.  Another four categories, including 45 codings (23.1%), cover 
passages that deal with the mechanics of the library, such as acknowledging its 
obligations to users and taxpayers, mentioning internals such as facilities and staff, and 
listing deliverables such as books and programs.  Also included here as a separate 
category are the qualifiers used to describe the internals and deliverables as being of high 
quality.    
 The rest of the categories are more substantive themes, which are more relevant to  
portraying the roles of the library.  These categories have been divided into two groups: 
those that depict more traditional library roles, as in the classical conception of the library 
as the “people’s university” and community center, and those that represent new themes  
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Table 5 
Mission Statement Open Coding Categories and Corresponding Key Phrases 
Code category Description of passage key phrases Total
Introductory items:  
Identify library Identifies the library system by name (11) or as "the 
system" (1) or “the Library” (1) 
13 
Identify statement Title or text identifies this statement as giving the 
library's "mission statement" (4), "mission" (11), or 
"purpose" (1) 
16 
Identify audience Describes who the library serves as "all citizens" or "all 
people" (5),  "the community" (4), "our customers" (1), 
"patrons" or "users" (2), or in geographical terms, such 
as the residents of the county, region or state (3) 
15 
Library mechanics: 
Obligations Recognizes high user demands (1) or the need to 
provide a return on taxpayer investment (1) 
2 
Internals Mentions the library facilities (1), or staff (1) 2 
Deliverables Mentions in a general sense providing (or providing 
access to): books (2), reading [materials] (1), materials 
(5), resources (3), services (6), programs (3), or 
information (4) in many formats (1) 
25 
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Code category Description of passage key phrases Total
Quality Qualifies the internals or deliverables with such 
adjectives as: comprehensive (1), efficient (1), 
exceptional (1), helpful (1), innovative (1), 
knowledgeable (1), pleasant (1), quality (1), reliable 
(2), responsive (1), stimulating (1), up-to-date (1), 
welcoming (2), or the best (1) 
16 
Traditional themes: 
Information To inform (1), provide information (4), meet or fulfill 
informational needs or purposes (5), promote the free 
flow of information (1), or be a center for reliable or 
up-to-date information (3) 
14 
Community Serving the community (4), serving as a community 
focal point (1), offering opportunities for community 
interaction (1), partnering with the community (1), 
enriching the community (2), or strengthening the 
sense of community (1) 
10 
Reading Promoting reading (1) or literacy (1), providing reading 
[materials] (1), or inspiring, nurturing or promoting the 
joy or love of reading (5) 
8 
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Code category Description of passage key phrases Total
Learning Inspiring or supporting learning (2), or inspiring or 
fostering lifelong learning (4) or the lifelong pursuit of 
knowledge (1) 
7 
Recreation Meeting recreational needs (2), supporting recreational 
activities (1), promoting or aiding recreation (1), 
entertainment (1), pleasure (1), or the creative use of 
leisure time (1) 
7 
Culture Supporting cultural activities (1), meeting or fulfilling 
cultural needs (2), inspiring or promoting cultural 
appreciation (2), or exposure to diverse cultures (1),  
6 
Education To educate (1), meet or fulfill educational needs or 
purposes (3), or support educational activities (1) 
5 
Freedom Fostering or promoting the free flow of ideas or 
information (2), providing free and equal access (1), or 
conforming to the Library Bill of Rights (1)  
4 
Access Providing free and equal access, or ease of access 2 
Democracy Supporting civic activities (1) or facilitating public 
discourse (1) 
2 
History Preserving local history (1), or promoting an 
appreciation of history (1)  
2 
Research Aiding research 1 
Self-education  Aiding self-education  1 
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Code category Description of passage key phrases Total
Newfound themes: 
Economics Meeting business needs (1), supporting the workplace 
(1), promoting economic development (1), or 
enhancing economic growth or vitality (2), Serving 
customers (1), or providing a return on the taxpayers' 
investment (1) 
7 
Enrichment Enlightening (1), enriching lives (2), enriching the 
community (2), or enhancing the quality of life (1) 
7 
Knowledge Transforming information into knowledge (1), 
supporting or fostering the pursuit of knowledge (2), 
sharing the power of knowledge (1), or making 
available the recorded knowledge of civilization (1) 
5 
Exploration Expanding minds (1), opening doors (1), inspiring the 
spirit of exploration (1), or providing opportunities for 
discovery (1) 
4 
Atmosphere Maintaining a pleasant environment (1), or a helpful, 
stimulating or welcoming atmosphere (2) 
3 
Imagination Inspiring creative thinking (1), exciting the imagination 
(1), or inspiring the power of imagination (1) 
3 
Empowerment Empowering individuals (1), inspiring the power of 
imagination (1), or sharing the power of knowledge (1) 
3 
 
40 
Code category Description of passage key phrases Total
Growth Promoting individual growth (1) or enhancing 
individual and collective economic growth (1)  
2 
Technology Employing innovative or efficient technology 2 
Understanding Cultivating understanding  1 
 Total 195 
 
 
 
and emphases that are not captured in the conventional image.  
 Thirteen categories, encompassing 69 codings (35.4%), represent themes that are 
included in the traditional conception of public library roles.  The codes for these 
categories, in order of prominence, are: Information, Community, Reading, Learning, 
Recreation, Culture, Education, Freedom, Access, Democracy, History, Research, and 
Self-education.   
 Ten categories, with 37 codings (19%), reflect new themes not included in the 
traditional image of the public library.  These codes are, in order of prominence: 
Economics, Enrichment, Knowledge, Exploration, Atmosphere, Imagination, 
Empowerment, Growth, Technology, and Understanding.  Two of these newfound 
categories portray themes that have emerged with the new information reality: economics 
and technology.  The others capture attitudes and sentiments, rather than specific services 
as in the traditional roles.  This may reflect the nature of mission statements themselves 
as inspirational documents rather than strictly practical ones.  Or it might represent 
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something that the traditional conception is missing: libraries see themselves as a place of 
inspiration, exploration and enrichment rather than simply as suppliers of information or 
educational materials.       
 
Additional Role Documents 
 Additional Role Document Overview.  In order to see if roles were discussed in 
some part of the library website other than the mission statement, additional documents 
such as vision statements, goals and objectives, and various other statements covering the 
values or priorities of the library were collected for each of the sample libraries.  
Seventeen such documents were found from twelve library sites.  Six of these additional 
documents appeared on the same page as the most prominently placed instance of the 
mission statement, ten were located at least one click deeper into the site, generally in 
collection development policies or long-range plans, and one was an unlabelled motto on 
the homepage.  The complete text of all additional role documents studied is given in 
Appendix D.       
 
 Additional Role Documents and PLA Roles and Service Responses.  The 
passages from these documents were also examined in terms of how well they represent 
the PLA Roles and Service Responses.  Tables 6 and 7 show how many of these 
documents refer to the Roles and Service Responses, respectively, and to what degree.  
The categories and coding conventions are the same as for Tables 3 and 4.  As before, if a 
Role or Service Response is mentioned more than once in the same document, only the 
most closely related coding is displayed.  Table 8 compares the total mentions from all  
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Table 6 
Additional Role Document Mentions of 1987 PLA Roles 
# 1987 PLA Role Number of documents mentioning Role 
  By 
name
Clearly 
related 
Related Somewhat 
related 
Loosely 
related 
1 Community Activities Center  3 3 2 1 
2 Community Information Center  2  6  
3 Formal Education Support Center  4 2 3  
4 Independent Learning Center  2 9 1  
5 Popular Materials Library  2 5 4  
6 Preschoolers’ Door to Learninga  1 7 1 1 
7 Reference Library  1 5 1  
8 Research Center  1 1  2 
 Totals  16 32 18 4 
 
Note.  When more than one passage in a single mission statement refers to the same role with varying 
degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding is displayed. 
a Of the ten documents mentioning this Role, four referred to preschoolers or young children. 
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Table 7 
Additional Role Document Mentions of 1998 PLA Service Responses 
# PLA 1998 Service Response Number of documents mentioning SR 
  By 
name 
Clearly 
related 
Related Somewhat 
related 
Loosely 
related 
1 Basic Literacy  1 3   
2 Business and Career 
Information 
1 4    
3 Commons 1 3  4 1 
4 Community Referral 2   1  
5 Consumer Information  1    
6 Cultural Awareness 2 2 1   
7 Current Topics and Titles 2  1 5  
8 Formal Learning Support  5 4   
9 General Information 2 2 4   
10 Government Information    1  
11 Information Literacy 2 1 3   
12 Lifelong Learning 6 2 3   
13 Local History and Genealogy 1 1    
 Totals 19 22 19 11 1 
 
Note.  When more than one passage in a single mission statement refers to the same role with varying 
degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding is displayed. 
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Table 8 
Comparison of Mentions of PLA Roles and Service Responses 
 Table name Total mentions by category 
  By 
name
Clearly 
related 
Related Somewhat 
related 
Loosely 
related 
3 Mission Statement Mentions of 
 1987 PLA Roles 
0 1 27 39 3 
4 Mission Statement Mentions of  
1998 PLA Service Responses 
4 16 23 11 1 
6 Additional Role Document  
Mentions of 1987 PLA Roles 
0 16 32 18 4 
7 Additional Role Document  
Mentions of 1998 PLA Service 
 Responses 
19 22 19 11 1 
 
Note.  When more than one passage in a single mission statement refers to the same role with varying 
degrees of relatedness, only the most closely related coding is displayed. 
 
 
 
four tables.  The same data is displayed graphically in Figure 1.   
In general, the worst match occurs between mission statements and 1987 PLA 
Roles, then between mission statements and 1998 PLA Service Responses.  The 
additional role documents in general match the guidelines better than the mission 
statements did, with the best match occurring between additional role documents and 
1998 Service Responses.  The better fit for the supplementary documents may be due to  
45 
0
5
10
15
20
25
30
35
40
45
By name Clearly
related
Related Somewhat
related
Loosely
related
3 Mission Statement
Mentions of 1987 PLA
Roles
4 Mission Statement
Mentions of 1998 PLA
Service Responses
6 Additional Role
Document Mentions of
1987 PLA Roles
7 Additional Role
Document Mentions of
1998 PLA Service
Responses
 
 
Figure 1.  Comparison of Mentions of PLA Roles and Service Responses 
 
 
 
the fact that these are generally longer and more specific planning or policy documents, 
as opposed to the more pithy and inspirational mission statements.  The higher scores for 
the 1998 Service Responses than for the 1987 Roles are understandable, given that it is 
likely that more of the library documents displayed today were created using the more 
recent PLA manual.  Still, neither the PLA Roles nor the Service Responses are 
completely capturing everything being said by the libraries in either their mission 
statements or additional role documents.  
 
 Additional Role Document Open Coding.  While the additional role documents 
were not coded with the same specificity and thoroughness as the mission statements, 
they were examined to see what themes and roles they mentioned. 
 Many referred to the same traditional roles as the mission statements did.  Some 
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added specific aspects of these roles not directly mentioned in the mission statements, but 
still part of the traditional concept, such as providing homework help (Education), or 
reference services (Information).  Three categories that seemed to receive more emphasis 
in the additional role documents than in the mission statements were Access, Freedom, 
and Culture.  Mentions of Culture included: promoting and enhancing cultural heritage; 
serving as a cultural center; promoting participation, enjoyment, and appreciation of the 
arts; highlighting local arts, literature and culture; welcoming people of all cultures; and 
increasing the use of the library by English learners.  Phrases related to Freedom 
included: specific references to intellectual freedom; the freedom or right to know; the 
right to expression; the open exchange of information and ideas; and free and equal, 
open, or unrestricted access.  In addition to these references to free access, other mentions 
of Access included several references to computer access, remote access, and access to 
online resources.     
 Several of the new themes identified in the mission statements were also 
mentioned in these documents, often with much greater emphasis.  References to 
Economics were much more prevalent here, including providing consumer information 
and investment resources, as well as several mentions of supporting business and 
providing career information or assistance in finding employment.  Further Economics 
mentions which reflect something of a commercial-model perspective included six of the 
twelve libraries referring to their patrons as “customers,” several mentions of library 
accountability, cost-effectiveness, or efficiency, and one reference to the taxpayer dollars 
entrusted to the library.   
The theme of Technology also received much greater attention here than in the 
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mission statements.  In addition to the references to computer access, remote access, and 
access to online resources, other Technology mentions included references to electronic 
resources, the library website, virtual programs, technical assistance, and several 
references to computer training.  Two libraries specifically described their role in this 
area as “bridging the technology gap” or “democratizing access to information 
technology.”  These findings agree with Aabo’s (2005) and Fielding’s (2000) conclusions 
that a vital part of the public library’s role today is that of provider of access to 
technology and the internet, especially to those who would otherwise be left behind by 
the digital divide.   
 Several new themes emerged from the additional role documents which had not 
appeared in the mission statements.  Some can be seen to be adding new nuances to 
traditional themes, such as Accessibility and Outreach, which extend the theme of Access 
to those with special needs or limited mobility, and Diversity, which focuses Culture on 
appreciating others’ heritage rather than our own.  The theme of Citizenship further 
develops the traditional theme of Democracy, including references to library patrons as 
“citizens,” or to the library as “people’s university,” thus ensuring “the educated citizenry 
that the nation’s democracy was founded upon,” or helping to develop the skills 
necessary “to become productive and well-informed citizens.”  The new theme of support 
for local Government also can be seen as extending the traditional theme of Democracy.   
 Four new themes, while indirectly relating to previous categories, seem to 
embody new concepts, and so have been treated as separate categories.  Several 
documents referred to the Library as Place: as being a meeting place, gathering place, or 
place of destination; as being a welcoming place or inviting space; as feeling like a 
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neighborhood inside the library; or as the library building serving as a community 
cornerstone.  The theme of Generations included general references to appealing to all 
ages and providing inter-generational activities, as well as mentions of age-specific 
programs from storytelling for children to computer training for seniors.  There were 
several references to Information Literacy, either by name, as involving the skills needed 
to find, evaluate, and use information, or as “emphasizing the distinction between raw 
information and valid intelligence.”  There were also several mentions of Connecting: 
connecting people to books, computers, or the internet; the library connecting to its 
customers; or as a simple encouragement in one library’s motto to “Learn, Explore, 
Connect!” 
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Discussion 
 
Public Library Roles Found in Library Documents 
  Traditional Roles.  Various themes and categories mentioned in both the mission 
statements and the additional role documents indicate that the traditional roles of the 
public library are still very important to public libraries today.  They are listed below in 
order of prominence, in terms of how much attention they received in all the documents 
examined.   
 
Education and Learning:  From supporting formal education to fostering lifelong 
learning, this role includes everything from early literacy to homework help to advanced 
research.  Libraries still see themselves first and foremost as being places of learning. 
Access:  It is still central to the role of the public library to provide all people free, open, 
and equal access to information and resources.  Libraries are now employing a greater 
number of technologies to provide access to materials in a wide variety of formats and to 
reach populations that might not otherwise have access.    
Culture and History: By hosting cultural events, preserving local history, promoting the 
arts, and welcoming people of diverse cultures, libraries see themselves as places where 
people can celebrate their own cultural heritage and explore the cultures of others.   
Democracy and Freedom:  In protecting the free flow of ideas, providing a forum for 
civic discourse, and helping to create an informed citizenry, the public library sees itself 
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as playing a vital role in supporting democracy.  
Information:  Providing information, in the sense of being a source of reliable 
information resources or actively providing reference services, is still central to the 
identity of the public library. 
Community:  Serving or enriching the community, building community, hosting 
community activities, or providing referrals to community organizations or services are 
various ways that the library sees itself as a vital force in the community. 
Reading and Literacy: Libraries still identify themselves closely with reading, in terms 
or providing reading materials, improving reading skills, or instilling a love of reading in 
people of all ages.   
Recreation:  Through popular materials, recreational programs, or resources relating to 
various leisure activities, public libraries see providing entertainment and pleasure as part 
of their role. 
 
  Newfound Roles.  The new themes found in both the mission statements and 
additional role documents examined suggest several new roles that public libraries see 
themselves fulfilling.  Some can be seen as aspects of their work that has always existed, 
but was never given prominence in the traditional conception.  Others are new roles or 
emphases that have particular relevance to the new information environment that libraries 
face today.  As above, they are listed in order of prominence, and included in Table 9. 
 
Leveraging Technology:  Public libraries pride themselves in employing the latest 
technologies to deliver resources, provide services, or ensure efficiency.  In providing 
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access to computers, as well as the technical training and expert assistance in using them, 
the library sees itself playing an important role in bringing the world of technology and 
the internet to all members of the population, especially those who would otherwise be 
left out.   
Bolstering the Economy:  By supporting the information needs of businesses, or by 
providing individuals with employment, consumer or investment information, the public 
library sees itself as furthering the economic development of individuals and the 
community.  Many libraries also extend this economic focus to seeing their patrons as 
customers, or acknowledging their obligation to use wisely the tax dollars the people 
have entrusted to them.   
Deepening Understanding:  Beyond simply supplying information, public libraries see 
themselves as helping people to acquire knowledge, to achieve understanding, and to 
attain personal growth.   
Enhancing Lives:  Enriching, enlightening, empowering, and enhancing the quality of 
life of the individual and the community is an important role public libraries see for 
themselves.   
Inspiring Discovery:  In inspiring creativity and imagination and instilling a spirit of 
curiosity and exploration, public libraries see themselves as expanding minds and 
opening doors to discovery and creative thinking. 
Library as Place:  By providing an inviting environment and a welcoming atmosphere 
the public library sees itself as being a place for people to gather and organizations to 
meet, thus building a sense of community and creating a physical space for personal 
interaction that might otherwise be lost in an increasingly virtual world. 
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Spanning Generations:  Many public libraries see it as important to serve the needs of 
all ages, including the older adults and young children usually associated with them, but 
also engaging teens and younger adults.    
Making Sense of Information:  The explosion of information available today on the 
internet and elsewhere places increasing importance on the public library’s role of 
providing guidance and training in navigating, evaluating, and utilizing information in all 
its forms.   
Connecting:  One role that can be seen to encompass several others is that of connecting: 
connecting people to ideas, information and resources; using technology to connect to the 
world of the internet; and helping people connect to the past, to other cultures, and to 
their community.     
 
 A listing of the open coding categories that correspond to each of these found 
roles is given in Table 9.  While these categories could be grouped differently, and thus 
the roles be delineated differently, this list captures the major roles, themes, and concepts 
that public libraries, or at least the public libraries examined in this study, use to define 
themselves and their missions in the 21st century.   
 
Found Public Library Roles and PLA Roles and Service Responses 
 As was seen in tables 3, 4, 6 and 7, the Roles and Service Responses described in 
the 1987 and 1998 PLA manuals do not closely coincide to the various themes and roles 
portrayed in the mission statements and additional role documents of the public libraries 
examined.  Just what elements are captured and which are missed by the official  
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Table 9 
Found Public Library Roles and Corresponding Open Coding Categories 
            Found role Code category 
Traditional roles   
Education and Learning Education 
 Learning 
 Research 
 Self-education  
Access Access 
  Accessibility 
  Outreach  
Culture and History Culture 
 History 
  Diversity 
Democracy and Freedom Democracy 
  Citizenship 
  Government 
  Freedom 
Information Information 
Community Community 
Reading and Literacy Reading 
Recreation Recreation 
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            Found role Code category 
Newfound roles   
Leveraging Technology Technology 
Bolstering the Economy Economics 
  Commercial model 
Deepening Understanding Knowledge 
 Understanding 
 Growth 
Enhancing Lives Empowerment 
 Enrichment 
Inspiring Discovery Imagination 
 Exploration 
Library as Place Place 
 Atmosphere 
Spanning Generations Generations 
 Children 
Making Sense of Information Information Literacy 
Connecting Connecting 
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guidelines is discussed in the following sections.  Summaries of the public library roles 
found in this study and the PLA guidelines that correspond to them are given in Tables 10 
and 11.   
 
  Found Roles and 1987 PLA Roles.  Many of the traditional roles found in the 
public library documents are covered in the 1987 PLA Roles, to a greater or lesser extent.  
Education and Learning, Information, Community, Reading and Literacy, and Recreation 
all receive mention in the PLA Role descriptions.  Some of the correspondence is implied 
or extrapolated from common experience.  For example, the description of Popular 
Materials Library does not specifically use the word Reading, but it is largely understood 
that many of the materials that libraries generally provide in this regard are books and 
other reading matter.  Likewise, it is common for some of the events of a Community 
Activities Center to be Recreational in nature, although this is not stated in the PLA 
description.  Other traditional roles, however, are completely absent from the 1987 Roles: 
Access, Culture and History, and Democracy and Freedom receive no mention at all, 
except perhaps for a loose extrapolation that community activities might include cultural 
events.   
 The new roles found in the mission statements and additional role documents, 
however, were almost entirely missing from the 1987 guidelines.  Spanning Generations 
did receive mention in a reference to services for parents and children in the 
Preschoolers’ Door to Learning Role, as well as general reference to people “of all ages” 
in three other role descriptions.  The only other role to appear did so only indirectly, in 
that a Community Activities Center can be seen to imply the Library as Place.  There was  
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Table 10 
Found Public Library Roles and Corresponding 1987 PLA Roles 
       Found role            1987 PLA Role 
Traditional Roles  
Education and Learning Formal Education Support Center 
 Independent Learning Center 
 Research Center 
Access  
Culture and History  
Democracy and Freedom  
Information Reference Library 
 Community Information Center 
Community Community Activities Center 
 Community Information Center 
Reading and Literacy Preschoolers’ Door to Learning 
 (Popular Materials Library) 
Recreation Popular Materials Library 
 (Community Activities Center) 
Newfound Roles  
Leveraging Technology  
Bolstering the Economy  
Deepening Understanding  
Enhancing Lives  
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       Found role            1987 PLA Role 
Inspiring Discovery  
Library as Place (Community Activities Center) 
Spanning Generations Preschoolers’ Door to Learning 
Making Sense of Information 
Connecting  
Note. Parentheses indicate that reference to the found role is only implied or 
extrapolated from the PLA Role.   
 
 
 
no mention of the new roles demanded by the new reality of an Information Economy: 
Leveraging Technology, Bolstering the Economy, or Making Sense of Information.  
There was also no reference, either in the content of the Roles or the wording of the 
descriptions, to those themes reflecting the spirit of “going beyond” or “becoming more” 
that many public libraries see as part of their mission: Deepening Understanding, 
Enhancing Lives, Inspiring Discovery, or Connecting.   
 
  Found Roles and 1998 PLA Service Responses.  More of the traditional roles 
found in the library documents are covered in the 1998 PLA guidelines than in the 1987 
ones.  In addition to Education and Learning, Information, Community, Reading and 
Literacy, and Recreation, the 1998 Service Responses now also cover Culture and 
History and Democracy and Freedom.  Democracy is still given only limited mention in 
reference to the Commons as a forum for “public discourse about community issues” and  
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Table 11 
Found Public Library Roles and Corresponding 1998 PLA Service Responses 
        Found role 1998 PLA Service Response 
Traditional Roles  
Education and Learning Formal Learning Support  
 Lifelong Learning  
Access  
Culture and History Cultural Awareness  
 Local History and Genealogy  
Democracy and Freedom Government Information  
 Commons  
Information General Information  
 Business and Career Information  
 Community Referral  
 Consumer Information  
 Government Information  
 Information Literacy  
Community Commons  
 Community Referral  
 Local History and Genealogy  
Reading and Literacy Basic Literacy 
 (Current Topics and Titles)  
Recreation Current Topics and Titles  
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        Found role 1998 PLA Service Response 
Newfound Roles  
Leveraging Technology  
Bolstering the Economy Business and Career Information  
 Consumer Information  
Deepening Understanding Lifelong Learning  
 Cultural Awareness  
 Local History and Genealogy  
Enhancing Lives  
Inspiring Discovery  
Library as Place (Commons)  
Spanning Generations  
Making Sense of Information Information Literacy  
Connecting (Commons)  
Note. Parentheses indicate that reference to the found role is only implied or 
extrapolated from the PLA Service Response.   
 
 
 
Government Information allowing people “to participate in the democratic process.”  
There is still no mention at all of Freedom or Access.   
  The 1998 Service Responses are a somewhat better match to the new roles found 
in this study.  Bolstering the Economy can be clearly seen in the Service Responses of 
Business and Career Information and Consumer Information.  Some reference to 
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Deepening Understanding can be seen in descriptions of Lifelong Learning as furthering 
personal growth and of Cultural Awareness and Local History and Genealogy as 
fostering understanding of personal, community, and cultural heritage.  Library as Place 
and Connecting are both implied in the description of Commons as an “environment 
[which] helps address the need of people to meet and interact with others in their 
community.”  And the new role of Making Sense of Information is perfectly matched to 
the Information Literacy Service Response.  References to Leveraging Technology, 
however, are still conspicuously absent, as are mentions of Enhancing Lives or Inspiring 
Discovery.  There are no references to Generations or ages of any kind, since these were 
deliberately removed from the PLA guidelines in 1998 in order to encourage libraries to 
think of how best to address the needs of each age group in their own context.   
 
  Found Roles and 2007 PLA Service Responses.  In 2007 the PLA released a new 
set of Service Responses (Garcia & Nelson, 2007), which were incorporated into a new 
PLA planning manual in 2008 (Nelson, 2008).  A description of the eighteen new Service 
Responses is given in Table 12.  Although most of the mission statements and additional 
role documents examined in this study were not dated, it is likely that most, if not all, 
were developed much earlier, and thus without the influence of the new PLA guidelines.  
Therefore, it was decided that the study would be conducted, the data gathered and 
analyzed, and the roles distilled and described without knowledge of the 2007 Service 
Responses.  In this way, the new Service Responses could be used as a check of sorts, to 
see if the roles found by this study to be of interest to public libraries today are also 
recognized in the new guidelines.   
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Table 12 
2007 Public Library Association Service Responses  
Name and description of 2007 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Be an Informed Citizen:  Local, National, and World Affairs 
Residents will have the information they need to support and promote democracy, to 
fulfill their civic responsibilities at the local, state, and national levels, and to fully 
participate in community decision-making. 
Build Successful Enterprises:  Business and Non-Profit Support 
Business owners and non-profit organization directors and their managers will have the 
tools they need to develop and maintain strong, viable organizations. 
Celebrate Diversity:  Cultural Awareness 
Residents will have programs and services that promote appreciation and understanding 
of their personal heritage and the heritage of others in the community. 
Connect to the Online World:  Public Internet Access 
Residents will have high-speed access to the digital world with no unnecessary 
restrictions or fees to ensure that everyone can take advantage of the ever-growing 
resources and services available through the Internet.  
Create Young Readers:  Early Literacy 
Children from birth to age five will have programs and services designed to ensure that 
they will enter school ready to learn to read, write, and listen. 
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Name and description of 2007 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
Residents and visitors will have the resources they need to connect the past with the 
present through their family histories and to understand the history and traditions of the 
community. 
Express Creativity: Create and Share Content  
Residents will have the services and support they need to express themselves by creating 
original print, video, audio, or visual content in a real-world or online environment.  
Get Facts Fast:  Ready Reference 
Residents will have someone to answer their questions on a wide array of topics of 
personal interest.  
Know Your Community: Community Resources and Services 
Residents will have a central source for information about the wide variety of programs, 
services, and activities provided by community agencies and organizations. 
Learn to Read and Write:  Adult, Teen, and Family Literacy 
Adults and teens will have the support they need to improve their literacy skills in order 
to meet their personal goals and fulfill their responsibilities as parents, citizens, and 
workers. 
Make Career Choices:  Job and Career Development 
Adults and Teens will have the skills and resources they need to identify career 
opportunities that suit their individual strengths and interests. 
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Name and description of 2007 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Make Informed Decisions:  Health, Wealth, and Other Life Choices 
Residents will have the resources they need to identify and analyze risks, benefits, and 
alternatives before making decisions that affect their lives. 
Satisfy Curiosity:  Lifelong Learning  
Residents will have the resources they need to explore topics of personal interest and 
continue to learn throughout their lives. 
Stimulate Imagination:  Reading, Viewing and Listening for Pleasure 
Residents who want materials to enhance their leisure time will find what they want when 
and where they want them and will have the help they need to make choices from among 
the options. 
Succeed in School:  Homework Help 
Students will have the resources they need to succeed in school. 
Understand How to Find, Evaluate, and Use Information:  Information Fluency 
Residents will know when they need information to resolve an issue or answer a question 
and will have the skills to search for, locate, evaluate, and effectively use information to 
meet their needs. 
Visit a Comfortable Place:  Physical and Virtual Spaces 
Residents will have safe and welcoming physical places to meet and interact with others 
or to sit quietly and read and will have open and accessible virtual spaces that support 
social networking. 
64 
Name and description of 2007 Public Library Association Service Responses 
Welcome to the United States:  Services for New Immigrants  
New immigrants will have information on citizenship, English Language Learning 
(ELL), employment, public schooling, health and safety, available social services, and 
any other topics that they need to participate successfully in American life. 
Note. From Strategic planning for results (p. 47), by S. S. Nelson, 2008, Chicago: American Library 
Association. 
 
 
 
  As can be seen in Table 13, all of the traditional roles found to be declared in the 
library documents in this study are explicitly treated in the 2007 Service Responses.  The 
most basic roles that have appeared in all the manuals are still clearly present: Education 
and Learning, Information, Community, Reading and Literacy, and Recreation.  Culture 
and History is represented through Cultural Awareness and Genealogy and Local history 
as in the 1998 Service Responses, and now with the addition of explicitly introducing 
newcomers to American life in “Welcome to the United States: Services for New 
Immigrants.”  While the topic of freedom is still not mentioned, the general theme of 
Democracy is explicitly addressed in “Be an Informed Citizen: Local, National, and 
World Affairs” as well as indirectly in regards to citizenship for new immigrants.  The 
role of Access is finally recognized in the 2007 guidelines, both in providing internet 
access to those who would otherwise have none and in making the library accessible both 
physically and virtually.   
 The new themes and roles found in this study that had appeared to some extent in  
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Table 13 
Found Public Library Roles and 2007 PLA Service Responses 
      Found role                       2007 PLA Service Response 
Traditional Roles  
Education and 
Learning 
Succeed in School: Homework Help 
Satisfy Curiosity: Lifelong Learning  
Access Connect to the Online World: Public Internet Access 
 Visit a Comfortable Place: Physical and Virtual Spaces 
Culture and 
History 
Celebrate Diversity: Cultural Awareness 
Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
 Welcome to the United States: Services for New Immigrants  
Democracy and 
Freedom 
Be an Informed Citizen: Local, National, and World Affairs 
Welcome to the United States: Services for New Immigrants  
Information Get Facts Fast: Ready Reference 
 Be an Informed Citizen: Local, National, and World Affairs 
 Know Your Community: Community Resources and Services 
 Understand How to Find, Evaluate, and Use Information:  
Information Fluency 
 (Build Successful Enterprises: Business and Non-Profit Support) 
 (Make Career Choices: Job and Career Development) 
 (Make Informed Decisions: Health, Wealth, and Other Life 
Choices) 
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      Found role                       2007 PLA Service Response 
Community Know Your Community: Community Resources and Services 
Be an Informed Citizen: Local, National, and World Affairs 
Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
Reading and 
Literacy 
Create Young Readers: Early Literacy 
Learn to Read and Write: Adult, Teen, and Family Literacy 
 Stimulate Imagination: Reading, Viewing and Listening for 
Pleasure 
Recreation Stimulate Imagination: Reading, Viewing and Listening for 
Pleasure 
Newfound Roles  
Leveraging 
Technology 
Connect to the Online World: Public Internet Access 
Visit a Comfortable Place: Physical and Virtual Spaces 
 Express Creativity: Create and Share Content  
Bolstering the   
Economy 
Build Successful Enterprises: Business and Non-Profit Support 
Make Career Choices: Job and Career Development 
 Make Informed Decisions: Health, Wealth, and Other Life Choices 
Deepening 
Understanding 
Celebrate Diversity: Cultural Awareness 
Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
 Make Informed Decisions: Health, Wealth, and Other Life Choices 
 Understand How to Find, Evaluate, and Use Information:  
Information Fluency 
Enhancing Lives Stimulate Imagination: Reading, Viewing and Listening for 
Pleasure 
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      Found role                       2007 PLA Service Response 
Inspiring 
Discovery 
Express Creativity: Create and Share Content  
Stimulate Imagination: Reading, Viewing and Listening for 
Pleasure 
 Satisfy Curiosity: Lifelong Learning  
 Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
Library as Place Visit a Comfortable Place: Physical and Virtual Spaces 
 Express Creativity: Create and Share Content  
Spanning 
Generations 
Create Young Readers: Early Literacy 
Learn to Read and Write: Adult, Teen, and Family Literacy 
Making Sense of 
Information 
Understand How to Find, Evaluate, and Use Information:  
Information Fluency 
Connecting Connect to the Online World: Public Internet Access 
 Discover Your Roots: Genealogy and Local History 
Note. Parentheses indicate that reference to the found role is only implied or extrapolated from the PLA 
Service Response. 
 
 
 
the 1998 Service Responses are also well represented in the new 2007 version.   
Bolstering the Economy can now be seen in the Service Responses of Business and Non-
Profit Support, Job and Career Development, and Health, Wealth and Other Life Choices.  
As before, Deepening Understanding can be seen in references to understanding culture 
and history, but now with the added reference to going beyond gathering information to 
being able to make decisions based upon it in “Make Informed Decisions: Health, 
Wealth, and Other Life Choices.”  Library as Place now has its own Service Response – 
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“Visit a Comfortable Place: Physical and Virtual Spaces” – as well as being implied in 
others.  The theme of Generations has returned in 2007 with specific references to early, 
teen, adult and family literacy.  Once again, the new role of Making Sense of Information 
has a perfect match, this time in “Understand How to Find, Evaluate, and Use 
Information: Information Fluency.”  Connecting now also appears in the wording of the 
new Service Responses, both in terms of connecting to the internet and connecting to the 
past through history and genealogy.   
 The newfound roles that have previously been neglected in the PLA manuals are 
now fully recognized in the 2007 Service Responses.  Leveraging Technology features 
prominently in “Connect to the Online World: Public Internet Access” as well as in 
references to the library as a virtual space and an online environment for original content.  
Enhancing Lives appears explicitly in the description of Reading, Viewing and Listening 
for Pleasure.  And the long-neglected theme of Inspiring Discovery finally is given full 
play in both the overall tone of the new guidelines and the wording and content of the 
new Service Responses “Express Creativity: Create and Share Content,” “Stimulate 
Imagination: Reading, Viewing and Listening for Pleasure,” and “Satisfy Curiosity: 
Lifelong Learning.”  
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Conclusion 
 
 This study has attempted to examine the role of the public library in the 21st 
century by examining the roles and themes presented in online mission statements and 
other role documents of the largest public library systems in North Carolina and 
comparing them to the roles and Service Responses listed by the PLA.  This section will 
summarize what has been found, what has been learned, and what direction might be 
taken from here, by revisiting the guiding questions of the introduction.    
• What do online mission statements say about the roles of public libraries? 
 Mission statements are variable things.  They are found under many names and in 
many places, if they are found at all.  When they are found, they are usually short and 
general, providing only a glimpse of the many roles public libraries play.  For more 
detail, it is usually necessary to look to longer planning or policy documents, which are 
often buried even deeper in the library website.  If public libraries wish their contribution 
to be recognized by the public and the policymakers in whose hands their fates lie, they 
would do well to put more thought into how they present their roles and mission.  They 
might come to some agreement as to the naming and placement of mission statements so 
that interested parties could more easily find them.  And if mission statements are to be 
kept short in order to serve as a catch-phrase or logo, then they should be supplemented 
by a fuller explanation for those who might wish to go beyond it.  Such explanations 
would preferably be located on the same page, or at least linked from the same page, as 
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the mission statement itself.   
• What do public libraries themselves see as their roles? 
 Public libraries see themselves as fulfilling many roles.  Some continue the 
traditional support for education, reading, and information which is the core of their 
identity, or the underpinning of democracy and community with which they have long 
been associated.  Others are new roles which have evolved with the changing 
environment of the Information Economy, acknowledging economic considerations, 
tapping the possibilities of technology, and helping to make sense out of the flood of 
information that is now available.  Others capture the essence of the public library’s spirit 
of going beyond simply supplying information or materials to enhancing lives, deepening 
understanding, and inspiring imagination and discovery.  All of these roles are vital, and 
none should be neglected in any definition or declaration of the role of the public library 
in the world today. 
• What is the official position as to the role of the public library? 
 While the PLA guidelines have always covered the core roles, they have missed 
many of the newer and less tangible roles.  The newest version, though, seems to have 
caught up to the libraries, and has even gone beyond to include a couple new concerns: 
new immigrants and health information.  This new formulation, carried out with 
extensive input from the library community at large, is a valuable update, which should 
help guide libraries to consider many vital aspects of their role today.  If the past is any 
indication, actual libraries, in considering the needs of their own communities, will likely 
go beyond the official guidelines to create new roles, or new combinations or adaptations 
of old ones, as they have been found to do since the 1998 ones.  It would serve the library 
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community well to periodically revisit the guidelines, perhaps after examining what the 
libraries themselves are saying, as we have done in this study, in order to capture the 
many ways that public libraries are finding a place for themselves in the new reality.   
• What is the role of the public library in the 21st century? 
 The public library is a vital force in the new era of information.  It is still the 
guarantor of access to information, be it for educational, economic, recreational or other 
purposes, to those members of society who would otherwise be left out.  This role is no 
less important now that much of that information is electronic in form; in fact, it could be 
more important than ever to bridge the digital divide that threatens to leave some so much 
farther behind than ever before.  The library’s role as being a place where democracy and 
community happen is likewise even more important now that public spaces are growing 
more and more scarce.  And the library will always have an irreplaceable role to play in 
any society that wants its people to go beyond, to delve deeper, and to become more. 
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Appendix A: Mission Statement Naming, Placement, and Length 
 
 
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
  County Libraries         
1 Mecklenburg 1 or 2 Mission Vision, Mission, & 
Library’s Core Values 
Mission 18 
2 Wake 1 or 2 About the Library Our Mission  What We Do 22 
3 Guilford 
(Greensboro) 
1 About Us About Us Mission 28 
4 Forsyth         
5 Cumberland 3 Vision, Mission, and Goals Our Mission, Our Vision, 
Our Goals 
Mission Statement 30 
6 Durham 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Our Mission  23 
7 Buncombe         
8 New Hanover 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
70 
9 Union 2 Collection Development 
Policy 
Collection Development 
Policy 
(unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
24 
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
10 Onslow 1 Mission and Vision Mission, Vision & Strategic 
Plan  
Mission 32 
11 Cabarrus         
12 Davidson         
13 Johnston         
14 Pitt (Sheppard)         
15 Alamance         
16 Randolph         
17 Rowan 1 or 2 Library Information Mission Statement Mission Statement 28 
18 Robeson         
19 Iredell         
20 Wayne 1 or 2 Mission Statement (untitled page) (unlabeled text) "The 
purpose of …" 
48 
21 Catawba 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "CCL 
inspire …" 
35 
22 Harnett 2 Policies Service Policy Mission Statement 60 
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
23 Henderson         
24 Brunswick         
25 Rockingham         
26 Burke 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Our Mission 24 
27 Nash (Braswell) 1 About Us Library Mission & Vision 
Statements 
(unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
26 
28 Cleveland         
29 Caldwell 1 About Us Mission Statement Mission Statement 60 
30 Wilson 1 Library Mission Library Mission Library Mission 52 
31 Sampson         
32 Rutherford 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Mission: 100 
33 Stanly 1 or 2 Information Mission Statement Mission Statement 25 
34 Chatham 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Mission: 41 
35 Haywood 1 About Us Who We Are (unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
48 
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
36 Franklin 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "FCL's 
mission is…" 
11 
37 Lee 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Mission Statement 28 
38 Columbus 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) Mission Statement 56 
39 Granville         
40 Duplin 2 Library Goal Library Goal Library Goal 108 
41 Edgecombe         
42 Pender 2 Collection Development Mission Statement and 
Goals 
Mission Statement 41 
43 Vance (Perry)         
44 McDowell         
45 Davie 2 or 3 Mission Statement Mission Statement Mission Statement 34 
46 Halifax         
47 Scotland         
48 Alexander 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
37 
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
49 Bladen 2 Library Mission Statement Our Mission Mission Statement 73 
50 Transylvania         
51 Madison         
52 Warren 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "The 
WCML serves as …" 
39 
53 Polk 1 Library Plans Mission Statement Mission Statement 97 
            
        Regional Libraries 
54 Gaston-Lincoln 3 Books and Materials 
Selection Policy 
Books and Materials 
Selection Policy 
Mission and Goals of the 
Library 
39 
55 Sandhill         
56 CPC         
57 Northwestern 1 or 2 About Us Mission Statement Mission Statement 40 
58 Appalachian 1 or 2 Policy Materials Selection Mission 41 
59 Hyconeechee         
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
60 East Albemarle 1 or 2 What We Do What We Do (unlabeled text) “Our 
mission is…” 
42 
61 Neuse 2 Long Range Plan Long Range Plan Mission Statement 76 
62 Fontana 1 About Fontana Regional 
Library 
About Fontana Regional 
Library 
Mission of the FRL 31 
63 Albemarle 1 Library Policies Library Policies Our Mission 42 
64 BHM         
65 AMY 2 Long Range Plan Long Range Plan Mission Statement 70 
66 Nantahala 1 About Us About Us (unlabeled text) "NRL 
provides …" 
43 
67 Pettigrew         
   
Municipal Libraries 
       
68 High Point 0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled motto) 18 
69 Chapel Hill 2 Mission Statement Mission Statement Mission Statement 147 
70 Hickory 1 Long-Range Plan Long-Range Plan Our Mission 40 
  
 Library system Clicks  Title of final link to reach 
mission statement page 
Title of mission statement 
page or section of page 
Title of mission statement 
only 
Word 
count
71 Mooresville         
72 Roanoke Rapids 2 Administration (untitled page) Mission Statement 29 
73 Southern Pines 1 About Us Public Library (unlabeled text) “It is the 
mission of …" 
53 
74 Kings Mtn. 
(Mauney) 
        
75 Washington 
(Brown) 
0 (library homepage) (library homepage) (unlabeled text) "The 
mission of …" 
21 
76 Nashville (Cooley) 2 Our Mission Our Mission Our Mission 54 
77 Farmville         
Note.  Library systems are identified and listed, within each category, in descending order of service population size, as per the State Library 
statistics (State Library of North Carolina, 2008).  Clicks are measured from the library homepage.  If there are multiple paths to the mission 
statement, or if the mission statement appears in more than one location on the website, total clicks for each are given.  If the page with the 
mission statement contains internal links (anchors), total clicks are given both with and without using the anchor, and the anchor name is recorded 
in the Title of mission statement page or section of page.  Abbreviations in Library system column are those used by the State Library; others are 
substituted by the author:  AMY = Avery-Mitchell-Yancey Regional Library, BHM = Beaufort-Hyde-Martin Regional Library, CCL = Catawba 
County Libraries, CPC = Craven-Pamlico-Carteret Regional Library System, FCL = Franklin County Library, FRL = Fontana Regional Library, 
NRL = Nantahala Regional Library, WCML = Warren County Memorial Library.
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Appendix B: Mission Statement Text 
 
 
County Libraries: 
 
Mecklenberg:   
 
Mission 
The Public Library of Charlotte & Mecklenburg County is …  
Expanding minds  
Empowering individuals  
Enriching our community  
 
Wake: 
 
Our mission is to promote the love of reading and to foster the pursuit of knowledge 
for the residents of Wake County. 
 
OR 
 
Mission Statement: To promote the love of reading and foster the pursuit of 
knowledge among the residents of the county. 
 
Guilford:  
 
Mission:  In partnership with the community, the Greensboro Public Library strives to 
provide free and equal access to information, foster lifelong learning, and inspire the 
joys of reading. 
 
Cumberland:  
 
Our Mission, Our Vision, Our Goals  
Mission Statement: 
The mission of the Cumberland County Public Library & Information Center is to 
educate, enlighten, and entertain our customers by providing the best in reading, 
information, and programs. 
 
Durham:  
 
Our Mission: To provide the entire community with books, services, and other 
resources which inform, inspire learning, cultivate understanding, and excite the 
imagination 
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New Hanover:  
 
The mission of the Library is to provide all citizens with the greatest return on 
taxpayer investment by:  
o Opening doors to a world of information  
o Transforming information into knowledge  
o Promoting reading and literacy  
o Contributing to personal enrichment  
o Facilitating public discourse  
o Preserving the historical record of the Lower Cape Fear  
o Providing exposure to a diversity of cultures  
o Enhancing individual and collective economic growth  
Union:  
 
The mission of the Union County Public Library is to provide materials, services, and 
programs to enrich the lives of the community it serves. 
 
Onslow:  
 
Mission  
The mission of the Onslow County Public Libraries is to provide quality materials 
and services that fulfill educational, informational, and cultural needs of all citizens in 
a welcoming and stimulating atmosphere. 
 
Rowan:  
 
Mission Statement                        
“Inspiring the spirit of exploration and the power of imagination, promoting the joy of 
reading, and supporting the life long pursuit of knowledge for all people.”  
 
Wayne:  
 
The purpose of Wayne County Public Library, Inc. is to provide our community with 
information, materials, and services that support learning and the workplace; promote 
an appreciation of our history and diverse cultures; and offer community members the 
opportunity to meet and interact with others in the community. 
 
Catawba:   
 
Catawba County Libraries inspire the joy of reading, life-long learning, cultural 
appreciation and creative thinking, and promote economic development and 
individual growth through comprehensive resources, a knowledgeable and responsive 
staff, innovative technologies and welcoming facilities. 
Regional Libraries: 
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Gaston-Lincoln:   
 
I. MISSION AND GOALS OF THE LIBRARY. 
A. The mission of the library system is to make available the recorded knowledge 
of civilization, in many formats, to all citizens and thus promote and foster the 
free flow of information and ideas.  
 
Northwestern:   
 
Mission Statement 
The Northwestern Regional Library consists of member libraries in Alleghany, 
Stokes, Surry and Yadkin counties that are a center of reliable information. It also 
promotes the use of its member libraries' resources for informational, recreation, and 
educational purposes 
 
Appalachian:   
 
Mission  
The collection development policy of the Appalachian Regional Library will guide 
library staff in selecting materials that meet the educational, recreational and 
informational needs of our patrons, enhancing their quality of life and providing 
opportunities for lifelong learning and discovery. 
 
 
 
 
Municipal Libraries: 
 
High Point:   
 
nurturing… 
the joy of reading 
 
sharing… 
the power of knowledge 
 
strengthening… 
the sense of community 
 
enhancing… 
economic vitality 
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Chapel Hill:  
 
Mission Statement 
The Chapel Hill Public Library, in recognition of the high service demands of a 
varied community of users, seeks: 
• To aid the individual’s pursuit of self-education and research, pleasure, and 
the creative use of leisure time, while employing the most efficient library 
technology available; 
• To serve as a center of reliable, up-to-date information, endeavoring 
continually to identify and meet the general and informational needs of all the 
people of the community the library serves; 
• To support educational, civic, cultural, and recreational activities of the 
community; 
• To promote ease of access to the library, books, and other library materials in 
general, both locally and throughout the state; 
• To maintain a pleasant environment in an atmosphere of helpfulness; and 
• To provide library service in conformity with the Library Bill of Rights as 
adopted by the Council of the American Library Association. 
 
Hickory:  
 
Our mission  
Hickory Public Library will serve as a focal point of our community, meeting the 
lifelong learning needs of all people as well as providing exceptional service, 
materials and programs to meet their informational, recreational, cultural and business 
needs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Appendix C: Example Mission Statement Coding Sheet 
 
 
Position 
in MS 
Part of MS 1987 PLA 
Role code 
1998 PLA   
SR code 
Open code 1 Open code 2 Passage 
1 intro   "mission"  Our Mission:  
2 audience   community  To provide the entire community with  
3 deliverable   books provide books,  
4 deliverable   services provide services,  
5 deliverable   resources  provide and other resources  
6 theme ~~2 ~7 ~9 inform  which inform,  
7 theme ~~3 ~4 ~6 ~8 ~12 learning inspire inspire learning,  
8 theme  ~6 understanding  cultivate cultivate understanding,  
9 theme ~~4,5,6  imagination excite and excite the imagination 
Note. PLA code numbers correspond to the order the Roles and Service Responses are listed in Tables 1 and 2, respectively.  MS = mission 
statement.  PLA = Public Library Association.  SR = Service Response. ~ = related.  ~~ = somewhat related.  Italics indicate words that are 
associated with more than one passage without actually being repeated. 
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Appendix D: Additional Role Document Text 
 
 
County Libraries: 
 
Mecklenberg:   
 
Vision 
In aspiring to be America’s best public library, we create:  
 Opportunities for personal success in reading and learning for everyone  
 Relevant, vibrant, and customer focused services  
 Facilities and web sites that are preferred destinations  
 Opportunities for staff to find value in their contributions to our mission  
 
[Mission] 
 
Library’s Core Values 
Service Excellence: 
We are customer focused and deliver positive experiences. Our employees are 
knowledgeable and seek to understand our users’ needs and points of view. We 
demonstrate friendliness, reliability, provide convenient and timely service, and are 
proactive in offering options and solutions to the public and each other. We are 
committed to accessibility. 
Innovation: 
We pursue innovation as a means to keep our services and technology contemporary 
and vibrant. 
Lifelong Learning: 
We play a unique role in our community so that learning can thrive. We offer 
comprehensive services and programs that encourage intellectual and professional 
development of individuals throughout their lives. The Library supports reading and 
lifelong learning within its walls and by taking services out into the community. We 
provide services for learners of all ages and especially for early literacy development. 
Our employees are knowledgeable about the different ways people of all ages learn. 
Freedom to Know: 
We provide free and equal access to library resources and facilities. We support the 
open exchange of information and of ideas that represent multiple points of view. We 
value the benefits of diversity. Our employees handle requests for information in a 
manner that protects and respects every user’s right to know and right to read. 
Integrity & Trust: 
We serve the residents of Mecklenburg County with financial integrity. Our 
employees operate the library system efficiently and effectively. 
Staff Appreciation: 
We recognize that the Library’s employees are our most valuable resource. Therefore, 
we treat each other with respect. We value team work. We encourage staff to pursue 
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their personal and professional goals. We maintain open and honest communication. 
We attract, celebrate, and retain outstanding staff members. 
 
Wake: 
 
A. [Mission Statement]  
 
B. Vision Statement:  
Wake County Public Library is that part of county government which welcomes 
children and adults who seek reading materials and information.  
The Library provides these services in places and at times that are convenient to its 
citizens.  
The library will partner with other agencies in ways that enrich the quality of life in 
the community. 
WCPL will anticipate and respond to the needs of its customers while creating new 
generations of readers. 
 
C. Core Values: 
Libraries are a vital component of a community’s life. 
WCPL exists to serve the citizens of Wake County. 
Reading is the core activity that determines all of the services that will be offered 
by WCPL. 
WCPL ‘s focus on reading and children continues to be our future. 
 
2. Scope … 
B. Public Service Priority Package 
Priority #1: Provide Services to Children:  
This includes story times to introduce books and reading to children,  
reading programs throughout the year to maintain reading levels,  
reference service to support school curriculum,  
readers advisory to make reading a lifelong habit,  
maintaining book and audio book collections for children, 
bookmobile service to targeted neighborhoods,  
computer access and  
collaboration with public, private, charter and home schools. 
Priority #2: Promote Recreational Reading:  
This includes providing readers advisory for the individual reader,  
reading programs to encourage daily reading,  
outreach programming/collections for senior citizens and  
maintaining book and audio book collections for adults. 
Priority #3: Encourage Lifelong Learning:  
This includes providing information services,  
answering reference queries,  
providing curriculum support,  
offering services and collections,  
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which encourage lifelong learning. 
Priority #4: Establish the Library As Community Center:  
This includes promoting the library as a place of destination,  
offering services which appeal to all generations,  
and providing meeting space for non-profit and educational groups in the community. 
Priority #5: Bridge the Technology Gap:  
This includes providing adults and children computers for public access,  
electronic resources,  
remote access services through the Web  
and instruction on computer use. 
 
 
Guilford:  
 
About Us  
[Mission]  
 
What it means 
 
The GPL has a 100-year history of service and innovation. 
 
In partnership with the community... 
Public libraries serve their communities by being a part of the community. In 
Greensboro, individuals and organizations gather at the public library to learn for 
themselves and about others. Through projects like One City, One Book and 
PoetryGSO, the library has taken a role in building community within 
our city. Inside the public libraries, Greensboro feels more like a big 
neighborhood than a small metropolis.   
 
...free and equal access to information... 
The GPL's commitment to free and equal access to information is the foundation of 
the institution. As the "people's university," the library ensures the educated citizenry 
that the nation's democracy was founded upon. Expect to find the GPL on the 
frontlines, fighting for your intellectual freedom.   
 
...lifelong learning... 
From early literacy initiatives that connect young parents and babies with books 
through computer workshops for seniors, the library promotes learning opportunities 
every step of the way: storytimes, homework assistance, job and career exploration, 
consumer tools, hobby resources, investment resources, travel planning, and more. 
 
...the joys of reading... 
Reading is the road to growth and discovery. It is through shared knowledge and 
communication that we gain understanding, which contributes to greater community, 
greater personal freedom and ultimately, lifelong learning. 
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Cumberland: 
 
Our Mission, Our Vision, Our Goals  
 
Vision Statement: 
The Very Best Place to Start for Learning and Discovery 
 
[Mission Statement] 
 
Goals: 
1. (Information Literacy) Library customers will have the opportunity to gain the 
skills needed to find, evaluate, and use information in a variety of formats. 
2. (General Information) Library customers will receive timely and accurate 
responses to their information requests. 
3. (Basic Literacy) Library customers aged birth through 18 years, their parents, and 
their caregivers will have access to materials, services, and programs that support 
early and ongoing literacy. 
4. (Current Topics and Titles) Library customers will have timely access to 
materials, services, and programs that satisfy their current recreational and cultural 
interests. 
5. (Business and Career Information) Library customers will have access to current 
information, resources, and programs that enable them to make informed career and 
business decisions. 
6. (Community Referral) Library customers will receive information about and 
referrals to community organizations, services, and programs. 
 
 
Durham:  
 
Goal 1: The Library is a customer-centered and welcoming place for the entire 
Durham community. 
1.1…they experience the physical facilities as clean, inviting, comfortable, properly-
maintained, environmentally friendly, safe, and accessible. 
 1.2… staff and volunteers are knowledgeable, friendly, accessible, and attentive to 
their needs. 
 1.3… remote access to the library is as user-friendly as on-site access. 
 1.4... library policies are customer-focused and support customers finding the 
resources they need. 
 1.5… they find the information and materials that meet their information needs. 
 1.6… The library will aggressively market its services throughout the community. 
 
Goal 2: The library supports family literacy by preparing children to succeed in 
school and by helping teens develop the skills they need to become productive and 
well-informed citizens. 
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2.1… circulation of parenting, child care, and early literacy resources will increase 
….  
2.2… attendance at programs that encourage language development and learning for 
preschoolers will increase ….  
2.3... the library system will develop intergenerational programming that supports 
children and families, and creates community. ….  
2.4… use of the library by teens (12-19) will increase by …. 
 
Goal 3: The library is a leader in providing Durham’s residents with information 
technology resources needed for academic and business success and for social 
networking and leisure activities. 
3.1… average computer wait time will have been reduced to 10 minutes. 
3.2… those library customers needing/desiring training receive it.  
3.3… 25% of people attending programs will do so virtually via an e-learning 
technology such as podcasts, streaming video, or purchased content.  
3.4… all staff will have core competencies in technology-related communications, as 
well as PC- and Web-based applications. 
 
Goal 4: The library embraces and promotes Durham’s cultural heritage, thereby 
contributing to a vibrant community. 
4.1…  use of the library by English-language learners will increase …  
4.2… usage of the Library’s Durham local history collections will increase ...  
4.3… participation in DCL-sponsored (or co-sponsored) programs highlighting local 
arts, literature, and culture will increase …  
 
Goal 5: The library’s facilities support the Strategic Plan. 
5.1… align facilities with customer service needs so that facilities support the 
welcoming customer environment and services needed by the community that are 
called for in Goal #1. 
 5.2… have a plan for the future of the Main library facility. 
 5.3… examine alternative ways to deliver service, especially to at-risk populations: 
kiosks, small community branches, deposit collections in low-income housing 
communities, clinics, vehicles, and other specialized facilities. 
 
Goal 6: The library’s collections support the Strategic Plan. 
6.1… have a plan to restructure selection of library materials and collection 
management.  
6.2… create customer-centered library collections.  
6.3… create a comprehensive plan for collection merchandising and maintenance to 
display and circulate relevant and attractive collections that meet the needs of library 
customers.  
6.4… evaluate existing collections and consider new formats and technologies to 
provide customer-centered collections. 
 
Goal 7: The library’s human resources support the Strategic Plan. 
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7.1… the library will have a staffing plan in place that allocates resources in support 
of the Strategic Plan.   
7.2… 100% of staff will participate in the library’s training program to enhance 
retention, promotion, and individual growth.   
7.3…  all new staff will participate in the library’s orientation program.   
7.4… the library’s recruitment processes will result in diverse, bilingual staff who 
fulfill the objectives of the Strategic Plan.   
 
 
New Hanover: 
 
Vision & Mission 
 
NEW HANOVER COUNTY IS AN ATTRACTIVE, 
ECONOMICALLY VIBRANT COMMUNITY 
OF KNOWLEDGEABLE CITIZENS 
ENGAGED IN LIFELONG LEARNING. 
 
[mission] 
 
 
Onslow: 
 
[Mission]  
 
Vision  
Onslow County Public Library is an essential community resource... 
O ffering free and open access to information 
C reating opportunities for lifelong learning 
P romoting cultural awareness and enriching the quality of life 
L eading in personal service, research and technology  
 
 
Rowan: 
 
ROWAN PUBLIC LIBRARY--  
VISION / MISSION / GOALS / OBJECTIVES:  
ADDRESSING PERFORMANCE AND ACCOUNTABILITY  
 Responding to its Vision of  
“A knowledgeable, progressive, diverse, and economically vibrant Rowan County,” 
 the Rowan Public Library has identified its Mission as:  
[mission] 
Accordingly, the Library must respond to a diverse client base by providing a 
complex mix of information services in a variety of formats. Clearly, the Library will 
continue to build its collections and deliver its services to respond to that wide-
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ranging demand. In so doing, the Library will focus on seven areas of emphasis in 
developing special efforts and concentrating its resources. Selected in response to 
general demand, the Library’s professional expertise, and the Library’s assessment of 
community needs developed through its 2003 strategic planning process-- one that 
involved substantial direct citizen participation-- they are:  
 
BEGINNING WITH CHILDREN  
Goal: Rowan Public Library contributes to the positive development of children by 
motivating them to explore their world, develop their potential and strengthen their 
educations skills through outstanding programs, resources, and services. 
Contributing to the positive development of the child. 
Promoting the joy of reading through story telling.  
Providing year-round reading activities, such as the summer reading program,to 
strengthen children.s reading skills.  
Providing homework help.  
Encouraging lifelong learning.  
Partnering with schools and preschool programs to strengthen learning skills.  
Developing collections and programs especially geared for children.  
Modeling teaching and story telling techniques for caregivers. 
 
SERVING ADULTS AND YOUNG ADULTS  
Goal: Rowan Public Library supports lifelong learning for adults and young adults as 
they seek to realize their personal and educational goals, develop their talents, and 
enrich their lives by providing quality resources, services, and programs. 
   Developing collections for recreational, informational and educational interest.  
   Providing homework help for students of all ages.  
   Creating programs of interest to adults and young adults.  
   Answering questions from the very simple to the very complex.  
   Connecting Library users with computers and online resources.  
   Teaching basic computer skills.  
   Supporting adult literacy programs.  
   Valuing our rich heritage by collecting local history and genealogy materials and 
providing research assistance. 
 
SUPPORTING ECONOMIC VITALITY  
Goal: Rowan Public Library supports the economic well being of individuals and 
their families and the economic development of local businesses and communities in 
general with specialized resources and services. 
   Developing specialized collections for small businesses.  
   Contributing to the quality of life in our communities.  
   Supporting economic development.  
   Helping those in search of employment.  
   Supporting adult literacy programs.  
   Supporting communities with meeting spaces.  
   Providing research and resources for Rowan County Government.  
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   Working with others to promote Rowan County.  
 
DEMOCRATIZING ACCESS TO INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY  
Goal: Rowan Public Library is a vital connection to computerized tools for research, 
study and communication, especially for those citizens who do not have electronic 
connections at home or are unfamiliar with how to make maximum use of them. 
   Fully developing the Information Station concept at all Library locations.  
   Conducting relevant training programs on computer uses.  
   Emphasizing the distinction between raw information and valid intelligence.  
   Incorporating current technology applications throughout the Library.  
   Maintaining a comprehensive and easily accessible and useable website.  
 
CONNECTING WITH OUR CUSTOMERS  
Goal: Rowan Public Library promotes the public’s awareness of the essential nature 
of its resources, services, and programs, and through exceptional public service 
provides a very positive experience for all its customers. 
Dedicating ourselves and our staff to outstanding customer service.  
Responding to and anticipating customer requests  
Recruiting and hiring a diverse, professional, friendly workforce.  
Promoting effective communication.  
Training staff continually.  
Promoting the Library, it services, and collections to the public. 
 
DEVELOPING LIBRARIES AS COMMUNITY CORNERSTONES  
Goal: Rowan Public Library provides its customers with convenient, functional, safe 
and attractive library facilities. 
Enhancing our neighborhoods through attractive and inviting facilities.  
Maintaining comfortable, safe, and secure facilities.  
Planning for the future growth.  
Evaluating services, programs, and staffing. 
 
PROVIDING PROGRAMMATIC AND FISCAL STEWARDSHIP  
Goal: Rowan Public Library offers its customers cost effective and efficient services 
while providing high standards of accountability for the taxpayer dollars entrusted to 
it. 
Securing adequate funding for quality, cost-effective services.  
Evaluating services, programs, and staffing.  
Planning for the future.  
Using the latest technology to achieve greater efficiency. 
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Regional Libraries: 
 
Gaston-Lincoln:   
 
I. MISSION AND GOALS OF THE LIBRARY. 
A. The mission of the library system is to make available the recorded knowledge of 
civilization, in many formats, to all citizens and thus promote and foster the free flow 
of information and ideas. In order to accomplish this mission, there must exist a 
degree of intellectual freedom which requires the fulfillment of two essential 
conditions: 
1. All individuals must have the right to hold any belief on any subject and must be 
able to convey ideas in any format that the individual deems appropriate.  
2. Society must make an equal commitment to the right of unrestricted access to 
information and ideas regardless of the communication medium used, the content 
of the work, and the viewpoints of both the author and receiver of information.  
Also: 
B. The following goals in these areas of concern have been adopted in order that the 
library may 
accomplish its stated mission: 
1. EDUCATION: To provide opportunity, guidance, and stimulation for personal 
growth. 
a. To assist with self-education and development. 
b. To supplement formal education programs. 
2. INFORMATION: To provide the individual with timely and accurate information. 
a. To build the collections of books and other materials and to offer services 
necessary to make the library an effective information center. 
b. To serve as a place where individuals can go to obtain information located in 
other libraries. 
3. LEISURE: To improve the quality of life by providing materials for the productive 
use of leisure time. 
4. CULTURE: To serve as a meeting place for cultural activities and to promote 
participation, enjoyment, and appreciation of the arts. 
a. To provide a variety of cultural activities. 
b. To cooperate with groups and organizations in promoting cultural activities. 
 
 
Northwestern: 
 
“The very best place to start” 
 
“Northwestern Regional Library.  
Learn, Explore, Connect!” 
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Municipal Libraries: 
 
High Point:   
 
The intent of this policy is to enunciate the library's objectives relative to the selection 
of materials for its various collections. The objectives are: 
‐ to provide collections of materials which contribute to the achievement of the 
library's goals as defined by the board of trustees;  
‐ to provide a broad collection of materials for information and research;  
‐ to provide materials for recreational reading, listening and viewing;  
‐ to develop collections of materials which meet special needs and interests such as 
business, North Carolina, and the aging;  
‐ to provide materials in alternative formats as necessary to meet the needs of all 
library users.  
 
 
Hickory: 
 
[Our mission]  
Seven service responses were chosen as priorities for Hickory Public Library in the 
next five years.  … 
Lifelong Learning  
A library that provides Lifelong Learning helps address the desire for self-directed 
personal growth and development opportunities.  
1) The libraries will offer resources and services to fulfill the desire for self-directed 
personal growth and development opportunities.  Customers of all ages will find 
materials and services directed towards their age groups and interests, and will be 
encouraged to engage in lifelong learning.  
2) The libraries will provide the preschool, elementary, middle school, high school 
and home-schooled students of the Hickory area with materials that will supplement 
and complement the curriculum of their schools  
3) Children and adults who do not have access to the library will have access to 
information and resources to meet their lifelong learning needs by means of a 
dependable and consistent outreach program.  
General Information. 
A library that offers General Information helps meet the need for information and 
answers to questions on a broad array of topics related to work, school, and personal 
life.  
1) The libraries will provide up-to-date, accurate print and electronic reference 
resources, access to on-line information resources, and expert assistance in using all 
those resources that enable users to succeed at home, at work, at school, and in the 
community.  
2) The libraries will provide current resources for customers seeking career and 
business opportunities.  
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3) The libraries will develop, maintain and promote a web site that offers general 
information on resources, services and programs.  
Cultural Awareness  
A library that offers Cultural Awareness helps satisfy the desire of community 
residents to gain an understanding of their own cultural heritage and the cultural 
heritage of others.  
1) The libraries will serve as cultural centers and customers will utilize its services 
and resources to satisfy their desire to gain an understanding of their own cultural 
heritage, as well as the cultural heritage of others.  Patrons of all cultures will feel 
welcome.  
Current Topics and Titles  
A library that provides Current Topics and Titles helps to fulfill community residents' 
appetite for information about popular cultural and social trends and their desire for 
satisfying recreational experiences.  
1) The libraries will provide access to current and popular materials that stimulate 
thinking, satisfy curiosities, expand knowledge of contemporary culture and society, 
and make leisure time more productive and enjoyable.  
Commons  
A library that provides a Commons environment helps address the need of people to 
meet and interact with others in their community and to participate in public 
discourse about community issues.  
1) Residents of all ages will view the libraries as safe, comfortable and inviting 
spaces for accessing library resources and attending community events.  
2) Library users will have access to space that facilitates a variety of activities that 
meet the needs of our community.  
Information Literacy  
A library that provides Information Literacy helps address the need for skills related 
to finding, evaluating, and using information effectively.  
1) The libraries will provide services and resources to develop information literacy in 
the community.  
Community Referral  
A library that offers Community Referral addresses the need for information related 
to services provided by community agencies and organizations.  
1) The libraries will provide information about various organizations, services, 
agencies, etc., available in the community.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note. Brackets indicate that the full text of the mission statement appears at this location.  
The full text is given in Appendix B.   
